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	1. Blue Moon Mermaids

**H2O: Just Add Mermen**

***Takes place during season 3 however Emma and her family never left but Bella has joined the group so there are 4 of them. They all have their boyfriends (who all know they're mermaids) and the problems with Rikki and Zane have all be resolved so that they are still a tight couple and Lewis has not gone to America.***

It started out as a day like all others before it and presumably how all others after it would have been. That was before the moon went all screwy on them. Lewis still kept a close eye on the moon patterns – most of the time. Now-a-days it seemed though that the moon effect was gone. Bella, Emma, Rikki and Cleo figured that they had gotten over the effects of the moon. That once they had faced it they had taken control of that part of their mermaid lives. But Lewis didn't realize the moon still had surprise in store for them. Certain events that none of them could have seen coming.

Rikki and Zane had been at the Café as usual, running things. Bella was with the band, including Lewis, practicing songs for that night's crowd. Emma and Ash were at her house doing homework, and Will is off practicing his free-diving, ever trying to catch up to his amazing mermaid girlfriend. As the day progressed they all met up for lunch, discussing the latest gossip at school, all the homework they had to do, or had already done. Just a typical average day.

Lewis was on his laptop, poking around at different things.

"Lewis, we haven't done a check on the moon in a while." Rikki sat next to Zane, who was playing with her hair. "Mind looking at it for us?"

With a small exasperated huff, he pulled up the once frequently visited sites. "The moon, as you are already well aware, is tonight." He paused. That was new.

Emma automatically perked up. "What is it Lewis? It's just an ordinary moon, right?"

Cleo got her usual look of worry. "Lewis?"

Bella and Will were just confused. Until recently Bella had not even realized the moon could have such an effect on mermaids. She figured at some point it must have done the same thing to her, but she had been a mermaid for so long she probably got over it years ago. And Will had never experienced moonstruck mermaids before. Both of them felt a small sense of dread enter the pits of their stomach. And Ash, being the smart guy he was, was just going to let the girls handle it. They knew what to do and he didn't want to interfere.

As Lewis stayed quiet Zane began to get agitated. "Come on man. Is there something wrong with the moon tonight?"

Lewis looked up at the group, a slight downcast in his eyes. "I'm not really sure. Apparently it's a blue moon tonight. And I don't remember Miss Chatam ever mentioning it before." He gulped. "It could just be like any other moon, or it could affect you guys."

Cleo sighed. "Which means we will be staying in tonight, right?"

Emma nodded. "There's no sense in risking it. I don't want to get moonstruck. Especially if it's going to make me tired for tomorrow's test."

"Aren't we being a bit dramatic about this?" Rikki announced after rolling her eyes at Emma. "We haven't been moonstruck in months now. What's to say that this is going to be any different?"

"I'm going to agree with Rikki on this." Bella looked around a little nervous. "I don't remember ever being moonstruck before. And I'm sure there must have been some other blue moon since I became a mermaid. Wouldn't I have noticed myself acting strange? I don't think we really have any reason to worry over this."

Cleo thought that over. "That's true." Then she turned to Emma. "I'm sure Bella and Rikki are right. It's just a second full moon this month. There's no reason that should make it any different from all the others. We probably have nothing to worry about."

Lewis wasn't convinced. "I don't know. Blue moons happen every few years." He looked over at Bella. "And no offense, but you've never had another mermaid around to tell you if you've acted weird." He looked at all of them again. "Plus there hasn't been one since you other three became mermaids. I just think we should use some caution towards this. At least until we know the affects it will have."

Ash finally piped up. "I think you girls need to listen to him." Will nodded. "I don't want to see any of you getting hurt."

Zane gazed down at Rikki. "Whatever you decide. It is your decision after all."

Rikki ran her hand down her face in frustration. "Why don't we all just think about this for a bit? The moon doesn't show for a few hours. How about we all get together at say Emma's house in two hours and decide then what we'll do after we've all thought about it?"

Bella looked at her odd. Rikki wasn't normally the rational one.

"Until then, I'm going for a swim with Zane to the moon pool." She stood up, pulling her boyfriend with her. "See you all then."

And with that they left. Bella sighed. She should have known.

It was two hours later. Rikki, Zane, Bella, Will, Emma, Ash, Cleo and Lewis were all gathered at Emma's house. Her dad and mom were out for the moment, taking Eliot over to a friend's house and then heading out for a date.

"I still think we should moon proof the house and then have you girls stay in." Lewis was not going to budge on this.

"Come on Lewis. It's just a second moon. I really don't think it's going to have any effect on us." Rikki folded her arms, pacing across the floor.

"I agree. From what I can tell there isn't any reason we should worry." Bella added. She sat on the couch, curled up next to Will.

"You have to think about it Lewis." Emma was sitting on Ash's lap. "If it was going to affect us you think Miss Chatam would have said something at some point or another."

"Sorry Lewis. But I don't think we need to worry." Cleo folded her arms, the point obviously decided.

Lewis sighed. "Fine. But if you girls end up moonstruck and create havoc, I am not going to clean up your mess after you."

Ash gave out a laugh. "Come on man, it can't be that bad."

There was an awkward pause.

Zane, not liking the silence, decided it was time for them to go do something. He and Rikki had never made it to the moonpool. Zane had gotten a call from Sophie saying they were needed at the Café for a bit. They were just barely able to make it over to Emma's house in time.

"Why don't we just all head to the moon pool?"

Lewis rolled his eyes. Did Zane just purposely try not to get it sometime?

Zane noticed the obvious looks of bewilderment. "It makes sense. The girls obviously don't want to be in lockdown tonight, and none of us guys seem willing to let them out of our sights."

"That's actually a really good idea." Ash smiled over at Emma. "What do you think?"

Before she could respond Bella piped in. "Sounds good to me." She pulled Will up with her. "Let's go."

The boys were crowded into Zane's Zodiac while the girls lead in the water. They were all laughing and having fun, but a sense of nervousness still dwelt in some of them. Lewis was still convinced that something bad was going to happen, but Cleo and the other three didn't seem worried at all. And he knew from experience that when a mermaid had made up their mind about something, it was easier to pull teeth than try to convince them otherwise.

At the moonpool the boys sat on the floor and the girls staid in the water.

They hadn't been there for more than half an hour when the moon first started to show over the tip of the volcano that harbored the moon pool. Lewis knew something was off when the moon light hit the pool and the bubbles began to show. Except instead of the normal gold bubbles and flakes, these strange green strands of light began to lift up from the water.

"Hey guys?" Everyone turned to look at where he was pointing.

"Get the girls out of the water!" Zane was the first to react to the strange phenomenon.

Rikki had already partially pulled herself out and Zane and Ash pulled her out the rest of the way. Emma was next, followed by Cleo and then Bella. As soon as Bella was fully out of the water the moon pool went out of control.

They watched, helpless as the green ribbons of light lifted up and began swirling all over the cave. And then the water level began to rise. As it lapped over onto the dry ground of the sandy floor, Lewis knew they were in trouble.

"We need to get out of here!" Will tried to lift up Bella, but the weight of her tail made her too heavy.

Before they knew it the water was up to the boys calves and the girls were being wrapped in the green light. Each boyfriend reached out for their mermaid, not wanting anything to happen. As soon as the human boy was touching the mermaid, the green light transferred to them.

Lewis gasped as he was surrounded and covered in the strange green glow. He looked over and watched the same thing happen to Will, Ash and Zane. Bella, Cleo, Emma and Rikki watched helplessly as the green ribbons began to pull all the boys into the heart of the pool.

"Lewis!" Cleo tried to grab Lewis and pull him back, but the green light wouldn't let her move.

Emma tried the same thing with the same results.

"Will!" As Bella called out the strange green light around the boys began to change to the familiar gold color.

Rikki began to panic. "Zane! You need to get out of there!"

"Try to resist it Ash!" Emma knew those gold bubbles. That was the same thing they had seen the night they became mermaids.

But try as they might, the boys couldn't pull away. Seconds later they were wrapped up in the gold bubbles as the moon centered over the moon pool. Lewis felt a strange feeling flow through him. Like a surge of energy. Will held his breathe as the water surrounded him, not fully understanding what was going on. But a little voice in the back of his mind kept whispering to him that he was somehow changing. Zane's eyes went big as he watched the gold bubbles rise into the moon lit air. This was it. He knew there was no way they were going to come out of this unscathed. And Ash was trying to block it all out. Maybe if he didn't think about it, it wouldn't really be happening.

After a breathtaking moment the moon continued on its path and the moon pool returned to the calm serenity it was normally at. The water level was normal, there were no mysterious bubbles. Only four mermaids and their four bewildered human boyfriends.

Everyone stared around, a tense feeling passing from one to the other.

"I say we go back to Lewis's idea and head to my house." Emma glanced at everyone else.

And, of course, they were all too eager to agree.

***DUN, DUN, DUN! Cliffhanger! Let me know what you guys think. There are way too few stories on here of the boys from H2O being turned into mermen, and I have always loved the idea. Next chapter soon – probably sooner if I get reviews. (hint hint) Thanks again!***


	2. Heads or Tails?

**First things first: Thank You so much for the reviews!**

**H2o25: Glad you like the idea!**

**lyokodreamer: Hope that this chapter does not disappoint.**

**As I should have included in the first chapter, I do not own H2O or any of the characters, just this idea. If I owned it, the boys would already be mermen. : ) Enjoy!**

The house was dead silent as they all stared at each other. The boys were on one couch and the girls were standing around, trying to decide what to do.

Ash couldn't take the silence anymore. "Does someone want to explain what happened back there?"

Will looked at Bella and could see the dread in her eyes. "Why did the moon pool act like that?"

Silence.

Will stood up and walked over to Bella. "We need to know what happened."

Bella couldn't look up from her feat. How were they supposed to confirm what the guys were thinking?

"Look. There's only one conclusion any of us can come up with right now." Rikki played with her braid as she stared at Zane. "But in all likeness it's probably not right." She looked away. "Probably."

Cleo stared at Lewis. He was uncharacteristically being quiet. She could see that pensive look on his face. He was thinking hard about something and she wanted to know what.

"Lewis?" He looked startled as he looked up to her voice. "What do you think?"

The quiet mutterings that had been going on disappeared as everyone turned their attention to the young scientist. He looked around, running a hand through his hair. How was he supposed to tell them? He had more than enough experience with the moonpool. And he had gotten accounts from all the girls many times of what happened that night that they became mermaids. He didn't need to be a scientist to know what had happened not even an hour ago.

He looked around, noticing the anxious and nervous faces. "I think we all know what happened. There is no point in trying to deny it."

Will was furious. "Deny what? That the moon pool went crazy? That something has happened to us and we don't know what?"

Ash walked up and placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to calm him. "You don't see it do you?"

Will brushed him off. "Can someone please clue me in?"

Bella grabbed his hand and looked up into his face. "Do you remember that day you found out I was a mermaid?" He nodded. "Remember how I told you what happened in Ireland? How I changed?"

They all watched the gears move in his head. Will's eyes grew wide and then his face fell into a look of anger. "No." He shook his head. "Absolutely not."

Zane looked over at Lewis. "You sure?" Lewis nodded. "There's no way you could be wrong?" Lewis shook his head, causing Zane to sigh. "Then there's only one thing to say."

Everyone looked at him. Rikki grabbed his hand. "You guys are going to be mermen."

-h-2-o-

Emma woke up in the morning and almost wished she could just fast forward to the next day. The events of the previous night came flooding back and she frowned. As soon as Rikki had voiced what everyone was thinking the room had erupted into chaos. Emma and Ash were trying to calm down Will, who kept going off on how his life was ruined. Zane was trying to figure out how to keep such a huge secret from his dad. He knew about mermaids. What would happen to them if he ever found out? Cleo was hugging Lewis, trying to keep him from getting too depressed. He had always been fascinated by the girl's mermaidness, but that didn't mean he ever wanted to experience such a thing himself.

In the end everyone had gone home exhausted and with a promise to meet up around eight the next morning at the Café. The girls told the boys not to touch water until they met up again. The first time was always a shock. Plus it was best if they proved the theory at the ocean rather in a bathtub.

-h-2-o-

Rikki lay in her bed as her alarm beeped annoyingly on her dresser. She didn't want to leave. If she got up it meant she would have to face Zane and the others. After Will's reaction the night before she didn't know how they would all be feeling once they had a chance to think it over. She knew Lewis wasn't taking it too well. He had been the first to be let in on the mermaid secret. Never in a million years had he thought he would be part of the secret. She almost felt bad for him.

But at the same time she couldn't help but feel excited. Rikki had always felt that the boys were left out. Most of the time when they went out swimming, the boys were left on the beach to talk, while the girls explored the ocean. But now, she realized, the boys would be able to join them. They would be able to finally show them their side of the ocean. Sure Will knew some of it. But so much more opened up to you when you didn't need goggles or have to hold your breath.

-h-2-o-

Ash, Emma, Rikki, Zane, Bella, Will and Cleo stood in front of the Café, waiting for Lewis to show up. Cleo had called and he said he was just running a bit late but he would be there soon. An awkward silence had fallen among them. They knew what they had to do, but no one was about to say it.

Fifteen minutes later they were all at Lewis's old private fishing spot. It had become their unofficial meeting place. Cleo had gotten a call that Lewis was going to meet them there. Sure enough he had been sitting on a rock, gazing out at the water when they all showed up. He didn't acknowledge them at first, but they had been pretty quiet. Lewis finally looked up.

"Hey." He went over to Cleo and kissed her cheek.

"Is everyone ready?" Zane dropped the towels had had been carrying. Ash followed suite and they all walked towards the water's edge.

The waves lapped just out of reach and no one seemed to want to get in first.

"Why don't us girls go first?" Emma looked up at Ash. "No sense in all of us changing at the same time."

Rikki nodded. "That would just be a mess of tails."

"And that way we can help you too." Bella grasped Will's hand and gave him a quick kiss.

Bella, Cleo, Emma and Rikki waded into the water a few feet and ten seconds later, like clockwork, they were falling into the water. They swam closer to the shore, ready for the boys to make their move.

But they didn't budge.

"How should we do this?" Zane looked over at Lewis. "One at a time or all at once?"

"All at once would be best." Lewis stared at the water in apprehension.

"Yeah, that way no one can chicken out." Will looked like he was ready to bolt at any second.

"Alright, on the count of three." Ash took a step forward and the others followed. "One," another step forward. "Two," they were almost to the waves. "And three!"

Lewis held his breath as they felt the waves wash over their feet and up to their ankles.

Cleo started counting quietly. "One, two, three…"

Zane joined in. "Four, five, six…"

Lewis finished it up out loud. "Seven, eight, nine…"

"Ten!" As the three of them reached the final count the boys felt a strange sensation overcome them.

Ash couldn't describe the feeling. It was like a surge of energy and power. He looked down and felt his mouth drop as his body turned into a mass of bubbles and water.

Lewis watched in awe and gasped as the power of the change flowed through him. Then his body turned into water and bubbles and he couldn't help but gasp again. This was it.

Zane wanted to curse as his body solidified from water and he looked down where his legs and feet should have been and wanted to scream to the heavens. This could not be happening. Not to him. His dad was going to kill him.

Will kept his eyes closed as the sense of power and energy flowed through him. It was when he felt himself lose balance that his eyes flew open as he hit the water. All four boys landed with a splash. Will was the first to recover, pushing himself up on his hands and shaking the water off his face, staring into the waves. He looked over at Ash who was struggling to flip over onto his stomach and prop himself onto his elbows.

"Is everyone okay?" Ash looked over at the other three.

Lewis was trying to pull himself up onto the beach, surprised at how hard it was when he didn't have legs to help. Zane seemed to be in shock, staring back at his tail and not moving at all.

Will watched Lewis make slow progress, but he never made it fully out of the waves. Lewis collapsed in exhaustion, the water still covering most of his tail.

The girls staid back as they watched. A mix of emotions ran through them as they watched their boyfriends fall into the surf. Cleo couldn't stand it anymore and swam over to where Lewis had given up. She placed a hand on his back in sympathy and he stared up into her eyes.

"I don't want this," he told her. "How am I going to be able to go fishing if I can't even touch the water? Fish are covered in water!"

Cleo rested her head against his shoulder, wrapping her arm around the other one. "I know. But you'll get used to it, you'll see. It's really a good thing."

While Cleo was trying to comfort Lewis the other three had swum up to their boyfriends. Emma began to tug Ash farther into the water, helping him get used to the way his tail moved.

Rikki was with Zane, admiring his tail that he didn't know whether to despise or enjoy. All four of the mermen had tails shaped like the mermaids, but completely different in color. Their tails were a dark aqua blue on the back which wrapped around the sides. On the front it was a cool white that tapered into the dark blue of their tail fins. These were different from the girls as their tail fins had fewer ridges and fanned out more. They were meant for speed. Smiling at her boyfriend Rikki helped Zane as they followed Emma and Ash farther out.

Will and Bella were already on their way to the moon pool. As soon as Will had realized everyone was okay he had gone over to join Bella, a big smile plastered onto his face. Bella was a little surprised. She knew how against the idea Will had been. But now that he was half fish and in the water, he seemed to be enjoying it as much as possible.

"This is incredible!" He grabbed her hands and stared with earnest into Bella's eyes. "Why didn't you tell me the power and control you feel in the water?"

Bella just laughed. "I've been like this since I was nine." Bella rested her head against his chest. "I hardly remember anything different."

Will realized that his position on the whole idea had done a complete circle. But now that he was in the situation, he saw this as an amazing gift. His whole life he had been training to dive and hold his breath. People had told him over and over again he was like a fish when in the water. He gave a silent laugh to himself. Now he really was. He could feel all the muscles in his tail, the way in pulled at the currents and worked to move him around in the water. It was amazing. He had no other word to describe it. And he had the most amazing girl and mermaid in the world to share the ocean with. He didn't think he could ever be happier than he was at that point.

As the other three couples made their way to the moon pool, Cleo was still trying to coax Lewis to get into the water and embrace it. But he flat out didn't want to.

"Come on Lewis. I would think you would take this as an opportunity to do research." Cleo only got a funny look in return from him. "Admit it. For the last two and a half years you've only been able to experience the magic from the outside. Now's your chance to finally see what it's like from our perspective."

Lewis still didn't budge. He knew he was in denial. And he acknowledged the fact that Cleo was right. But his mind was having the hardest time wrapping itself around the idea that he, himself, was now a merman. That he probably even had his own unique power, just like the girls. The implications of it were just too much for him to handle at the moment.

Cleo, seeing that she was making no progress with Lewis, decided to take things to the next step. Lewis needed to come with her. He needed to experience it. She knew that hiding from it and trying to avoid it was not a good way to live. She would have missed out on so much if she hadn't decided two years ago to embrace her mermaid side.

Swimming a bit out from where Lewis lay, she turned and began to focus her magic on him. Her hand twisted in the air as she controlled the pocket of water Lewis was resting in and began to pull it her direction. As the water began to move under him, Lewis turned to look over at Cleo in shock and maybe a little bit of anger.

"Cleo! What are you doing?" Lewis tried to pull out of the water but Cleo kept wrapping it around him.

"You need to face this. I know you, Lewis. You're not one to run and hide. You've helped me so many times when I've needed it, now I'm doing the same for you." Cleo released him from the water when he was resting next to her and dropped her control.

Once the hold was gone, Lewis sank into the water, unable to keep himself afloat at the top. But after a second of floundering he had his head back above the surface, a scowl written across his features.

"I don't know about this Cleo." He looked out towards the distant speck that was the island their friends had probably already arrived at.

She wrapped her fingers through his and gave him a sweet smile. "Where's your sense of adventure?" Giving him a soft kiss she pulled him under the surface and they started a slow reassuring swim towards Mako.

-h-2-o-

**So what do ya think? I know I didn't describe what they look like in the greatest of detail, but I figured I should save that for a later chapter when Lewis decides to start doing research on the differences between a mermaid and a merman. Reviews are love, and encourage faster fingers on the keyboard. Thank you all so much for reading! Laters!**


	3. Water' Dillema

**Hey guys! I'm so sorry this has taken me so long to put up. These past few months have just been crazy. But thank you for your patience!**

**To start off, I do not own H2O or its characters, previous stories and any other things I have no right owning. But oh how I wish I did. I quickly want to give a shout out to my lovely reviewers-**

**H2OGirl101: I'm glad you like it! I'm hoping I can stay true to personalities. Each guy definitely has their own opinion on the matter. We'll just have to wait and see.**

**lyokodreamer: Thank you again for your reviews. : )**

**H2o25: I don't know if I've quite decided that yet. Definitely something different from the girls. But at the same time I don't want them to be too weird. We'll see. ^^'**

**x Dark Lady x: I haven't seen any stories with the same idea, can you tell me where? I would LOVE to read them. As for the powers I don't want to give anything away. Ya'll just have to read to find out! Thanks for the review!**

**csweeney, sadnessgirl123, and death raye: I'm so glad you like it!**

**Now onto the next part of our story! Will the boys be able to adjust, or will they realize it's harder being part fish than it appears?**

-h-2-o-

Lewis sat on a forgotten dock, one of the few places he still had left to be alone when fishing. Except today he wasn't doing any fishing. His tackle box and pole lay next to him, almost completely forgotten. It had now been 32 hours and 17 minutes since the blue moon. And he was not adapting to it well. Cleo had called him early that morning, only a couple hours ago really. She wanted him to go swimming with her. But Lewis had claimed he had projects he was working on. In truth he just wasn't ready to throw himself into that life just yet. He'd already had to face his tail that morning when he took a shower. He had no intention of seeing it again so soon.

So there he sat with his dilemma. Let go of his human life, or try to ignore what has happened to them. And Lewis wasn't really one for denial. Ever since he had accepted that there was magic in the world, his list of things he was positive about had shrunk. So now when he was given such choices he had to think about them for a bit longer.

He sat there for a couple hours more, thinking, wondering, and dreading the decision he had come to. And then Will showed up. Not by the normal path Lewis had taken, but in the water in front of where he sat.

"Cleo said I might find you here." Will swam up to the dock and pulled himself up so he could rest his chin on his folded arms on the planks.

Lewis nodded. He could never hide from Cleo for very long. She knew him too well.

"You been here a while?" Will brushed his hair out of his eyes.

Lewis nodded. "Ever since she called me this morning." Lewis kept his steady gaze out towards the water.

Silence stretched out between them. Will simply didn't know how to approach the subject. He knew Lewis wasn't comfortable with any of this. It just seemed that Lewis wanted to have nothing to do with their new situation.

"Why did you come instead of her?" Lewis looked down at him finally.

"Because I figured you'd want a guy to talk to instead. You've got three other people going through the same thing. It's also bonus that we happen to be your friends. You shouldn't be turning away from us." He paused. "Plus Cleo got stuck watching Kim for the day while her dad went out with her step-mom."

Lewis had to smile at that. Cleo was always getting stuck with that less than desirable chore.

The silence mounted again and more relevant matters entered into Lewis's thought stream.

"Tell me something, Will." Lewis rubbed a hand through his hair. "You were the most against this out of all of us. And now you seem all into it, like this is the best thing that could have ever happened to you. What changed?"

Will didn't even have to think about that one. "This is amazing for me. I've been swimming my whole life. Trying to hold my breath longer and longer. I've always wanted to feel the power and strength in the water that comes to the girls so easily. Maybe I would have preferred it came in another form other than a fish tail, but it's still good. I feel so at home in the water. I can't imagine going back at this point."

There was no response Lewis could come up with that would make Will see how weird that sounded. Hadn't he ever heard of scuba diving?

"You know," Will continued, "you could find something good in this too."

Lewis scoffed. "Like what?"

"Think of it as a chance to spend more time with our girlfriends. There's this whole other side to them we finally get to see." Will pushed himself off the dock. "Come on man. You've never given up an opportunity to experience something new."

With a shake of his head, Lewis began to stand up.

"Then I have no choice." Will pushed off from the dock and before Lewis had a chance to react he splashed water at the lankier form.

"Why did you do that?" Lewis stood there, furious, water dripping from his hair and clothes.

Will didn't respond, letting the time countdown in his head. Sure enough, on schedule Lewis was helpless as he turned to water, solidified, and then fall over the end of the dock into the water. He pulled himself to the dock and glared in Will's general direction as he wiped water out of his eyes.

"That was rude."

A laugh was all he got back. "Come on. You needed a little push. Now let's go. I want to show you some things."

-h-2-o-

"I've never seen so many fish in one patch of coral!" Lewis popped up in the moon pool, Will a few seconds ahead of him. "Did you find that recently, or on one of your free dives?"

"If by recently you mean since we became mermen, then that would be right." Will stretched his tail out and floated on his back as Lewis propped himself onto the underwater ledge by the rim of the pool.

It was a comfortable friendship between them. Lewis had gotten over Will forcing him into the water. He still wasn't all comfortable with the situation, but he didn't hate it as much. He had seen so much in the three hours that they had spent swimming and getting used to their new forms. Lewis found out how to swim at the super speed he had seen the girls use. And it was exhilarating. He could cover more ground than he ever could have in his boat. Plus all the fish he could see. He would be able to do so much more research. In fleeting, he thought that maybe everyone had been right. Maybe this was a good thing after all.

-h-2-o-

Ash and Emma were having one of their best dates ever. Ash had surprised her that morning with a phone call, asking her to meet him in front of the Café. After popping inside to say hi to Bella, Rikki and Zane, Ash had quickly blindfolded her and then led her down a path. Emma could tell at first that they were heading for the water. But then Ash took an unexpected twist and she was completely lost. After what felt like half an hour, Ash finally removed the blindfold and Emma couldn't help but gasp at the sight that was before her. Apparently Lewis wasn't the only one with a secret cove.

"I discovered this one day while riding," Ash grabbed her hand and pulled her forward.

Emma could only nod as she took it all in. It was a small cove, easily passed over because it didn't hold much recreational value. But if you wanted a spot to think or plan the perfect date, this was it. A picnic blanket had been laid out on a patch of sand that quickly turned to waves. On four sides there were orange and yellow cliffs. Ash helped her climb down and then uncovered the picnic basket.

During their small lunch Emma discussed with Ash how he was doing.

"Not bad. I mean, it's still a little hard to believe. I guess it helps that the guys are going through the same thing. And of course you and the girls have experienced it all." He paused as he took a bite out of his sandwich. "I know it'll just take time. But so far it isn't half bad."

Emma smiled and gave him a kiss on his cheek. "I'm glad you aren't in denial like Lewis."

"Has Cleo told you how he's doing since yesterday?"

Shaking her head, she reached for an orange slice. "No, not a word. I think she's tied up with family things today. And I haven't heard from Lewis."

"Maybe we should find him and see if we can convince him it's not as bad as it seems?" Ash stood up from the blanket. "Care to join me?"

Always eager for a swim, Emma let him pull her up and then they raced into the waves, letting the water pull them under as they went to go find Lewis and cheer him up.

Unfortunately it wasn't until a few hours later when they actually got to the searching part. Ash kept getting distracted. He liked swimming, sure, but he had never been as avid about it as Emma. He kept stopping to look at the sea life or move with the turtles. Everything seemed to fascinate him. Especially when Emma showed him how to ride the dolphins. The thrill of feeling so close to nature and the wildlife was inspiring. It was nice to shrug off their human concerns for a bit and to just be so carefree.

It was when Emma realized that they were near Mako that they remembered the real reason they had decided to go for a swim. Soon they were searching all of Lewis's known spots. But no luck. After nearly five hours of being in the water Ash was beginning to feel tired. Emma suggested they head back to Mako. It was closer than the cove they left the picnic items at. Using the power of their tails they flew through the water and were at the lone island in minutes. And to their surprise they weren't the only ones there.

"Lewis!" Emma had noticed the two tails as she swam through the underwater opening. She just hadn't expected one of them to belong to Lewis.

Ash watched his face redden slightly. "We've been looking all over for you."

The afore mentioned merman looked surprised. "Why?"

Emma swam up to join him at the ledge. "We wanted to see how you were."

A big laugh erupted from Will. "I told you we were all here for you."

A small, tentative smile showed on Lewis's face. "I know." He looked around at the other three. "It's just such a big change. I guess I just went a little insane, you know, having a hard time trying to take in everything."

"We all know how it is. I'm just glad to see you in the water." And Emma really was. She was worried for a bit there that they were going to go through the same thing they did with Cleo. That would not have been fun.

Lewis nodded. He was almost comfortable with the situation. Will had shown him that this was a good thing. If the girls could get used to it, then he definitely could too.

-h-2-o-

Zane and Rikki walked through the Café, cleaning the tables and putting up chairs. They had only closed a few minutes ago and both were anxious to get to their friends. Bella had already left, going to meet their friends at Cleo's house.

Rikki danced around the tables to the radio Zane had turned on. In a minute Zane had grabbed her hands and was spinning her between tables and twirling her in circles. But as they went around a still dirty table they bumped the edge, spilling cups of soda everywhere. Out of practiced reflex Rikki was able to jump out of the way in time. Zane wasn't as fortunate. Rikki watched as the soda splashed all over her boyfriend and seconds later a merman was lying on the floor in a puddle of sticky, bubbly liquid.

Laughter burst between the hands Rikki had clasped over her mouth, trying to hold it in. Glaring up at her, Zane attempted to try and pull himself away from the mess. Soon Zane lay exhausted and exasperated on the café floor, a soda trail left behind him.

"Do you think you could help by drying this stuff up?" Zane looked at Rikki with hopeful eyes.

"I can try." Rikki held out her hand to the mess on the floor and began using her power to make it evaporate.

Instead of making it easier to move around, it simply became a sticky mess of syrup and grime from the floor. Zane had never in his life hated soda so much. They needed to finish closing down the café, but he was stuck as to the floor and as a merman. As his frustration began to grow he slapped his hand on the floor. As his fingers rubbed over the goo he noticed a strange feeling. He stared in wonder as the gooey soda by his fingers began to turn into water.

"Did you see that?" He looked up at Rikki.

Rikki stared at his hand, her mouth slightly gaped open. "Did you just do that?"

Zane felt a big smile spread across his face.

"Try it again." Rikki crouched down so she could see what happened better.

Holding his hand out, Zane concentrated on the mess and pictured what he wanted in its place. Water. And just like before, patches of the syrup slowly changed into puddles of water. Soon they had a routine down. Zane would turn the sticky sections of the soda into water and Rikki would dry it up along with the wet patches of soda. Half an hour after Zane had been drenched in soda, he was standing up on two legs once again and staring at his hands.

"I have a power!" Zane wrapped an arm around Rikki. "Come on, let's hurry and finish. We need to tell the others. If I have a power, then the other guys must have them too."

-h-2-o-

"Wait, what happened at the Café after I left?" Bella stared at Zane, a little skeptic.

"Zane found out he has a power." Rikki looked over at her boyfriend, her lips shaped in a smug looking grin.

After many questions about how and what they all demanded a demonstration.

Cleo had to pause though. "I think Kim had the last Soda today."

"What if we tried it with another drink? Or even just another liquid?" Lewis looked around from his seat on the couch. "Don't you think it might work?"

Cleo went to the fridge and grabbed the orange juice. After pouring a cup she set it down in front of Zane.

As they watched, he reached out his hand and concentrated on the juice. And just as before, the liquid turned into water. Everyone in the room began talking at once. Could he do it with any liquid? Was there a limit to how much he could change? Did it stay that way? But the most important question was voiced by Ash.

"What about us?" Ash looked around at the others. "I mean, Zane has a power. Does that mean Will, Lewis and I have our own powers?"

"Probably." Bella looked thoughtfully over at Lewis. "Do you guys want to try and see if we can figure out what those are?"

Will nodded. But Lewis was, of course, cautious and slightly wary.

"How did you girls figure out your own powers?" Ash wrapped his arms around Emma.

She looked up at him. "Well, I discovered mine in Cleo's room. She had found hers earlier that day and was showing Rikki and myself. The water she had been controlling was about to fall on us, and in surprise I just held up my hands and the water froze."

Cleo looked over at Zane. "I found mine out when you were being your old self and bothering Lewis and me." Zane looked puzzled. "You remember, right?"

He shook his head.

"You were on your bike and the fire extinguisher suddenly started shooting water all over the place." Zane's eyes grew bigger. Cleo smiled. "Now you do."

Rikki laughed. "I had almost forgotten about that."

Lewis stood up. "So strong emotions seem to trigger them the first time, and after that it's just a matter of learning how to control and use them."

Cleo poured three more glasses of orange juice and set them on the table next to where the glass of what was now water stood.

"Well," Emma pushed Ash towards the table. "Time to find out."

**Not as long as I wanted this part to be, but I thought I should put something up since I've been getting so many reviews and story alerts lately. I should have the next part up here real soon. Enjoy!**


	4. The Price of Power

**HEY! So, it has been forever since I have updated this story. But I have gotten some reviews lately and it has inspired me to start working on this story again. So far it's just one more chapter, but it's a good one and I hope you all enjoy it!**

**Once again, I do not own H2O. If I did, there would have been another season.**

Lewis sat back and watched as Will and Ash held their hands up to the glasses of orange juice, trying to elicit a reaction out of it. So far, neither of them had been having much luck. And Lewis, in his own right, didn't feel like becoming a spectacle in front of the girls.

Cleo kept giving him a pointed look, almost asking with her eyes why he wasn't trying to find his own power. To be honest, Lewis didn't think he wanted to find his own power.

Swimming with Will today had been interesting. His scientific brain had constantly gawked at the sea life he had been able to observe. The little he knew about the underwater ecosystem was completely overwritten. He was starting to realize how little he knew about this world he lived in. The excitement of discovery was almost enough to override his discomfort of suddenly being part fish. But even if he was eventually able to convince himself that it was okay to now be part of a different species, having his own magic ability was not going to mesh with him being a scientist.

Lewis was used to being able to figure things out. He had to get to the bottom of the mystery. He had done countless of noninvasive tests on Cleo, Emma and Rikki to try to figure out how their mermaid abilities all worked. He had figured very little out. Really all they still knew was that moon or something had changed them from human to mermaid. He did know that their DNA was altered significantly and could be detected through blood work. It made them all more cautious and aware about getting sick or hurt.  
>Lewis had accepted by this point that there was magic and that he would probably never be able to figure it out. But he did not find it acceptable to suddenly be such an integral part of it. No, Lewis wasn't finding that to be a good thing at all.<p>

Cleo watched the scowl as it deepened on Lewis's face. He wasn't looking happy or eager to join the other two boys. Ash and Will had accepted this new life with relative ease. Definitely a lot easier than she had. Cleo didn't want Lewis to go through what she had gone through. She wanted him to see that if he could just embrace being a merman and all that came with it, it would open the world to him in ways he didn't even know was possible.

But how could she explain that to him? She herself had to have an almost near death experience to come to appreciate how wonderful being a mermaid was. She did not want Lewis to have to learn it the hard way. But nothing she or the others were saying seemed to be making much of a difference.

Will had managed to pull him out of his disdain so that he didn't absolutely abhor his new situation. But he was still far from embracing it.

Cleo felt a scowl growing on her own face. She was at a lost for how to help her boyfriend.

-h-2-o-

While Cleo and Lewis were stewing, the other six seemed intent to stay focused on Ash and Will who were trying to figure out what their powers were, or if they had any.

Ash focused on how Lewis had said strong emotion seemed to be the key trigger. He focused on how much he adored Emma and how much he was learning to love the sea. The fear of his family finding out entered his mind plus the fear of discovery and not having a normal life anymore. All of the emotions combined and bubbled up in his chest and seemed to push out through his shoulder and down his arm, making his fingers tingle.

The orange juice glass in front of him suddenly reacted to the tingling in his outstretched hand. As they watched the orange juice began to bubble slightly, but not because it was boiling. As he concentrated and the rest watched, the water began to separate from the rest of the juice. Soon there was a clear division of water from an orange like powder on the bottom that didn't mike. Ash dropped his hand in shock and stepped closer, staring at the glass for a closer inspection.

Will stood there, awestruck, at what his friend had done.

"Ash!" Emma stood next to him. "That was fantastic!"

Ash beamed at the compliment. With a lopsided grin on his face he pulled her into a hug and kissed her cheek.

"That felt so weird and yet so cool!" He kept an armed draped around Emma's shoulders as they sat back down on the couch.

"That was awesome, Ash!" Bella gave him the upbeat compliment then looked at Will. "Come on. You can do it babe." They placed a new glass of orange juice in front of him.

Will concentrated on the orange juice, making a serious face like this was the most important moment of his life. Bella grinned. He always made that face when he was super intent on accomplishing something.

Will didn't know what he was doing. He felt a little silly standing in front of his friends, his arm outstretched, and trying to control a glass of orange juice. What if he just didn't have any powers? He would be okay with that, but he didn't want to disappoint Bella. And now that Ash and Zane both had discovered their powers, he could feel all eyes on him.

He gulped in nervousness and tried to focus. This was one of those moments where he needed to use his dive training. Concentrate, channel his energy. Inward force. He wanted that orange juice to do something, the problem was he didn't really know what. He knew he wanted it to change, but into what? Could he make it freeze? Change into water? Would he be able to heat it up or turn it into a sort of jelly like his girlfriend?

He didn't know. Perhaps he shouldn't focus so much on the orange juice, but rather just on the thought of change. He closed his eyes, arm stilled extended, and thought about what he wanted. At first, an image of Bella as a mermaid popped into his head.

Yes, he did love that, but he needed to concentrate harder. Next he thought of diving and how he no longer needed to hold his breathe. Then he thought of the strength he felt as he swam. The wonder of being a new part of the ocean world. The amazement filled him with a sense of belonging and peace, like he had finally found what he didn't even realize he had been searching for. That feeling seemed to grow and expand and fill all of his extremities, and then it pulled together, rushed through his shoulder and jumped out his hand. At the gasp of his friends he opened his eyes and stared at the orange juice glass. Except, it was no longer an orange juice glass. In its place was a piece of coral in the exact same shape and color of the orange juice.  
>Lewis was on his feet and next to him in a flash. "What just happened?"<p>

Will shook his head. "I was just concentrating, like you were all telling me to do." He gaped at the piece of coral. "Was that me?" Did I do that?"

Bella was now standing next to him. She wrapped her hand in his, twining their fingers. "Will, that was amazing!"

Stunned, Will kept staring at the coral. He watched as Lewis picked it up and examined it in the scientific way he looked at things.

"It's actual coral." He looked up at Will and then back down. Then, with a look of complete frustration and maybe a bit of anger, he put it down harshly on the wooden table.

He shook his head, looked over at Cleo with a pleading and desperate expression, and then walked out the door.

"Lewis?" Cleo got up and chased after him.

The good feeling Will had had seemed to sink into the pit of his stomach. He would have thought that since Lewis had been around this kind of stuff just as long as the girls that he would be the one who would be able to adjust to this the best.

He looked down at Bella who was biting her lip in concern.

Emma looked over at Rikki, who just shrugged her shoulders. "We need to give him time."

Emma nodded. "I didn't think it would be this hard for him."

Zane stood up and looked at the coral. "His brain just can't take it. He's always been too focused on the logical, even when mermaid magic is involved."

Will sighed and tried to shake off the sudden heavy mood in the room.

All of them seemed to be thinking the same thing. What if Lewis couldn't adjust to all of this? What would they be able to do for their friend?

-h-2-o-

By the time Cleo had made it outside Lewis was gone. He had always been a fast walker and she knew she would never be able to catch him. The only thing she could do would be to call him later to check on him. He needed to stop pushing her away. They were in this together. And not just the two of them, but all eight of them. Now was when Lewis needed them most, but he was pulling away from it all. She sat on her front steps and stared out at the street. She had never felt at such a lost as to what to do before this moment.

-h-2-o-

The next few days passed differently for all of them. Zane and Rikki's relationship had become a bit better in light of everything. Now that Zane was such a part of everything that was good in her life, their relationship had changed. Not only that, but Zane was changing. Rikki suspected that the ocean and just being a merman was having the same effect on him as it had on her.

She could remember very clearly what kind of person she had been when she had first run into Emma. She had been rude and brash; a person who really only cared about herself. Being a mermaid and having friends who were really more like sisters had changed her into a better person. She was now more able to keep a level head in hard situations. She was more forgiving and not so quick to judge.

Rikki was definitely grateful for Zane having become a merman. If it meant that her boyfriend became a better person and someone she really wanted to be with, then there was absolutely no downside to the situation for her.

Zane was starting to notice that he was acting differently. Or, at least, that he was able to control his actions in a better way. He wasn't so quick to yell at people. His racing buddies noticed that he was acting more responsible towards the café and paying more attention to Rikki. It bothered him a little bit that being a merman was changing these sorts of things about him. But he couldn't seem to bring himself to really care about it all that much. He was so focused on being careful at the café and around his friends so no one found out his new secret. Maybe one day he would take the time to really think about all the aspects of his new life, but for now he was just going to keep trying to get through every day like it was normal.

-h-2-o-

Bella and Will couldn't seem to be separated from the ocean. Every spare moment that they had was spent in the ocean. Will was avoiding his sister like a pro. Every time Sophie came around he was either studying his homework, or he simply wasn't there. Which was becoming a frequent thing for him. He just didn't like spending as much time on land anymore. He loved the ocean. And he loved spending time in it with Bella. Swimming alone was still spectacular, but when his girlfriend was by his side, he felt like he had never felt before. It was like coming home. Everything fell into place and he didn't need anything else.

He had planned a huge weekend get-away for him and Bella. Just the two of them. They were going to have an overnight picnic on the far side of Mako where they wouldn't be disturbed. He was going to pack fish and fruit in a waterproof bag and set up a camp under the stars. In the daytime they would hike to the waterfall that fed the moonpool, and at dusk they would watch the sunset. And, of course, there would be plenty of swimming and exploring in between. Bella knew they were headed to Mako, but he was being good at keeping the rest of it a surprise.

-h-2-o-

Ash and Emma were keeping their lives normal as usual. Both of them had always been that way. Ash was one of the managers at Rikki's Cafe and kept to his schedule. Emma had taken up horseback riding competitively and was training for a competition that weekend. Their relationship was the same as usual. Ash had embraced Emma's mermaidness so readily when he first found out, and he accepted his own merman status so easily now. He had always been good at taking new situations in stride. It was just another thing for him. They had played around with his powers a little bit and both felt that he was comfortable with using it. All in all, life was good for them.

Ash was still super worried about Lewis. He had tried to call him and talk to him, but so far he hadn't gotten a response. Since Ash didn't go to school with him, he had no chance to really ever corner him. Emma had tried to get information from Cleo about what was going on but she didn't know either. All they could do was hope that when he was ready, he would come back to them.

-h-2-0-

Lewis left Cleo's house because he had to. Watching Will change that orange juice into living Coral was too much. He had no explanation for it and he knew somehow that he never would. It infuriated him for some reason and he had known in that the moment that the best thing he could have done was to leave. He didn't want to take out his anger on his friends. That was best served being taken out on something that didn't argue back or get hurt by his words. He hated fighting with people, especially his friends. And right then he really didn't want them trying to talk him out of his anger.

The anger had felt good at first. His anger he could control, quite unlike his current...situations. He could be angry and he could stay angry. But as he started walking away from Cleo's familiar house (he practically lived there on the weekends) he started to feel shame.

Why couldn't he just convince himself that all of this was okay? Why did everything have to make so much sense and be so cut and dry? He didn't know and he shook his head at the lack of an answer. That was just who he was. Even after all the magic he had seen and all the crazy situations he had gotten into, he still couldn't figure it out.

He sighed as he walked aimlessly around. He didn't focus on where he was going, simply letting his feet guide him as his thoughts ran in hap hazardous directions. Soon, and without meaning to, he found himself at the old abandoned dock where he liked to go fishing. In surprise he found his tackle box and fishing pole lying where he had left it. He sat down next to them on the weathered and warped wood and stared at the sea beneath his feet. It would take only a drop of water to change him into a merman.  
>He gave a yell of frustration and dropped his head in his hands. How had he let this happen? He should have protested more. He should have insisted that Cleo not go so he didn't have to. He wondered now if some part of him had known that night what they were getting themselves into. Had a part of him know what was about to happen?<p>

But he hadn't stopped it. In the end he had gone along just like everybody else. The repercussion of such an action was only now starting to dawn on him. How would he tell his parents? Would he ever be able to tell them? What about his plans to eventually go to America to study? He would eventually end up in a place where the ocean wasn't around. What kind of effect would that have on him?

His life, Lewis decided, was ruined. Out of sheer anger her grabbed his tackle box and pole and chucked them into the lapping water at his feet. He realized his mistake as the water splashed up at him, dampening his legs. He sat there as his legs were replaced by a tail. It draped into the water, the edge of his fins dipping under the surface.

Tentatively Lewis began to examine the scales. They were a darker, deep blue on the side that slowly fade to the cool white on the top of his thighs. Here and there little specks of metallic blue and aqua scales gave some parts an almost shimmery effect. Overall his tail was more masculine than he would have expected it to be. Under his fingers the scales were smooth and sleek, meant to allow the water to move around him in perfect harmony. He was meant for speed. The muscles in his tail were strong and he was surprised at the control he had, down to his tail fin. He could move his fin in different ways; curl it, bend it or just let it do its own thing.

Observing the differences in minute detail began to awaken his curiosity. He just couldn't help it. And Cleo had been right, of course. He now had a unique insider perspective he had never had before. He wanted to run tests on his own new abilities. Could he breathe forever underwater like the girls? Did his scales dry out? After he was out of the water how long did it take for him to get his legs back?

Experiment ideas flooded his brain and an excitement began to fill his chest. He still was nowhere near okay with the idea that this was his life now. But this he could do. He let some of his anger go. He could learn to control this. Maybe, maybe, eventually be okay with it.

-h-2-o-

Sophie sat in Will's boat house, waiting for her brother to get back home. He had been avoiding her. She knew that as sure as she knew the sky was blue. She just couldn't figure out why. His interest in diving and training had practically disappeared since they had moved here. Originally she had thought this place would inspire him and urge him to work harder. Now it was having the absolutely opposite effect of what she wanted. Too much work and money had gone into him becoming a champion and she couldn't idly sit by and watch her brother throw it all away.

After a while she heard laughter coming from the path to the boat house. One was Wills laugh, and the other one made her cringe. It was that girl, Bella. She was the biggest distraction of all. Actually, Sophie thought, she was probably the only real distraction Will had. Sophie needed to figure out a way to get Will to forget about the annoying blonde. If she could get Bella out of the picture, she was sure that Will would go back to his old self.

A minute later the door opened and the two walked in. Their hands were entwined as usual and both had sappy grins on their faces. Will looked surprised to see Sophie sitting there, was he realized that she was there.

"Sophie!" He dropped Bella's hand. "Hey, we thought you were at the café."

Bella looked nervous and seemed to hang back behind Will a bit. Bella had never liked Will's sister. She always seemed to be there just when Bella and he were getting close or having the best of times. And she had this gleam in her that made Bella think Sophie was always planning something. Really, she just made her very nervous.

Sophie folded her arms and looked up at the two. "I asked Zane to have Ash cover my shift for the day. You are behind on your training and this seemed to the only time I would be able to catch you."

Will's face went from tan to ghost pale at the mention of training. Of course Sophie wouldn't let it go. "Now's not a good time Soph. Bella and I have plans this weekend and we just stopped by to grab some things."

His sister stood up, a glare and a glint in her eyes. "No, you don't Will. You have been acting crazy this last week. I have hardly seen you. We need to get back to your training. You have a huge dive competition in a couple of weeks and you're not prepared for it at all."

Bella was at a loss for what to do. How could they convince Sophie to give it up? What excuse would make sense to her for Will's sudden lack of interest in his favorite hobby?

Will didn't know what to say. He didn't know if there was anything he could say that would get Sophie to stop. There was the truth, but he balked at that idea. He was not about to tell his sister. Not without letting the others know what he was doing first. It wasn't just his secret to tell, and he knew his sister was clever enough to put the pieces together to realize the truth about his friends too.

"Why can't we take the rest of the season off?" He was going to have to try to reason with her.

"Take the season off?" Sophie sounded incredulous. "Why on earth would we want to do that? If you take a season off now, you'll never be able to catch back up."

"But he already works so hard." Bella tried to pipe in and help her boyfriend out. The look Sophie gave her made her want to hide in the coral.

"And he needs to work harder. You've been a distraction to him ever since we moved here."

"Hey!" Will grabbed Bella's hand. "Don't talk to Bella like that."

Sophie looked smug and determined. "It's true though. Before you met her you were all about diving and pushing yourself to the limit. If you hadn't met Bella you would be in the water working on your breathing right now. She's nothing but a bad influence."

Will clenched his free hand and pulled Bella closer to his side. His jaw was tight as he glared at his sister. But he didn't respond. It was true that Bella was a distraction at first. Now, though, it seemed to Will that Bella was his reason for getting up each day. He was just as important to her as breathing and swimming.

"She is not a bad influence." He looked down at his girlfriend with softness in his eyes. She smiled back, reassuringly. "She is the best influence. I've never been happier than when I am with Bella."

Sophie made a gagging sound. When did his brother become so infatuated? She shot daggers at Bella with her eyes. She was going to fix this. A plan began to form in her head. She would get Will to see the error of his ways. Both of their futures depended on it.

Sophie left right after that. Will had a bad feeling in the pit of his stomach as he sat on his couch with Bella. "She's going to plan something." He held Bella in his arms. "Nothing we could possibly say would convince her that I just have no interest in diving anymore."

Bella was quiet as she thought. "Maybe we should tell her the truth."

Will shook his head. "Even if we only told her that I was a merman, she would figure out that the rest of us are. She's quick like that."

Bella shook her head. "What do we do then?"

Will looked dejected. He wished Lewis was here so he could ask him for help. He was so good at keeping all of this a secret. From the very beginning he seemed to know what to do keep others from finding out about the girls.

Maybe now with there being eight of them instead of just four it was too much.

He suddenly laughed and Bella looked at him in exasperation.

"What in the world do you find funny about this situation?"

"Bella, we practically have our own pod."

She didn't get it. "Pod?"

Will nodded enthusiastically. "You know, kind of like a Dolphin pod."

Bella gave him a quirky smile and then laughed herself. "You're right. With there being eight of us, we do make up our own pod. A small one, but our own just the same."

Will gave Bella a soft kiss on the lips and pulled her closer. "I am glad to be part of your pod, Bella."

Bella sighed and melted at Will's kiss. She didn't even have words for how happy she was the Will was now such a big part of her life. All her life she had thought she would be alone. She didn't think she would ever have been able to trust a guy with her secret. When Will had found out, it had scared her. She had wanted to run away. Her parents, who knew about her of course, had encouraged her to work it out. Her friends would know what to do. They were like sisters to her. They would help her.

And it had all worked out. Now she had the best boyfriend and he was a merman. He was the one person in her world that she could share absolutely everything with.  
>Will broke the kiss and smiled at the dreamy look in his girlfriend's eyes. "So, are you ready for that date?"<p>

Bella nodded, eager. "So ready."

He stood and grabbed the picnic basket that he had shoved into the fridge, the camping supplies, and shoved it all into a huge water proof canvas bag. Bella helped him carry it out to the dock and then they dropped it in. It floated slightly and waited for them to join it.

Bella gave Will one last kiss and then dove in.

Will stared at the ripples left behind from where Bella had slipped into the water. A huge smile covered his face. He would never be able to figure out how he had gotten so lucky. With one last look behind he dove into the water after her.

**I hope you guys enjoyed that. I'm not being too harsh with Lewis am I? Anywho, please let me know what you thought and if you have any recommendations or ideas. Reviews are love and help me to update. Thanks!**


	5. The Unpredictable Tide

**First off, thank you so so much to all those that have favorite, followed or reviewed this story. It means so much to me that you guys like it and take the time to read it. Thank you for your patience in how slow I am to get chapters posted. I should hopefully have a little more time to work on it in a couple weeks as school ends. Just in case you were wondering: I do not own H2o. If I did, the events of this story would have been on TV long ago. Now, without further ado, enjoy!**

Cleo lay in her tub, her tail flopping over the end as it always did. When she finally had her own place she was going to have the biggest tub in the bathroom so she could actually bathe. Her ear buds were in as she jammed to her music, enjoying some relaxation time. She had originally wanted to go to the moon pool, but Will had asked all of them to give him and Bella some privacy for the weekend. This was at least the next best thing.

Despite trying to relax and the blasting music in her ears, her thoughts wiggled their way back to thinking about Lewis. She turned off the music as she began to worry about him. Again. She officially hadn't heard from him in 23 hours and, she glanced at the clock, 16 minutes. When she had called his house, his mom had thought that he was with her. She had checked the school, the library, even Rikki's Café. The last place she had looked had been the abandoned dock he loved to fish at. But he wasn't there either. It was like he had vanished.

And it worried her. She and the rest of the gang wanted to help him. But he had seemed to have rejected the whole idea of anything to do with being a merman. He had been there for her when she was first going through everything. All she wanted was to be there for him. And he wasn't letting her. She felt a sob rise in her throat as a few tears fell down her cheeks. She didn't know what to do.

-h-2-o-

Will and Bella were having the time of their lives. Just the two of them on Mako, with no one but nature around for miles. It was perfect and Bella couldn't have imagined the day going better. They had taken their time swimming there, trying to work out the remaining tension from their confrontation with Sophie. Bella knew how much Will was worried about it. Even though Sophie was creating a lot of stress in his life, he still loved his sister.

It didn't take them long though to stop thinking about their land problems and to just enjoy their time together. The ocean was so vast and Bella was teaching Will how to become an expert at reading underwater currents. She would point out important plants and coral, and when they would come up for air (he was still practicing on holding his breath indefinitely) she would name all the fish they had seen. When they spent time like this, the rest of the world seemed to drop away – as if it was only the two of them that existed. No one else in the universe. Will stuck close to Bella's side at all times. He felt slightly protective of her, even though she was more than capable of taking care of herself. But it was as if this deep connection had forged between them. He couldn't help but feel that he was there to watch over her. That in a way, she was his.

Bella had noticed Will staying close and the protective way he would watch her. And, though she wouldn't be admitting it out loud anytime soon, it was comforting to know that he had her back. Before she had met the girls, she had always felt so alone in the vast blue of her underwater world. The girls were great company, but they didn't fill a need that Will did. When she swam with him, when she spent time with him she felt complete. He was just as much a part of her life now as being a mermaid had ever been. She couldn't explain it, but it was as if she knew that they were two halves of whole that had always been meant to be put back together.

Lunch on the sand of the moon pool was divine. Will had packed all of Bella's favorite treats. There were mango tarts and mini strawberry parfait shots. The crab cakes were homemade and the sparkling cider was still chilled. They talked over lunch about the things that were concerning them the most. Graduation was coming up in two months and Will was trying to make up a science credit. Lewis had been helping him, but now they didn't know how that was going to go. Bella was excited to actually be finishing at a school for once. Her parents had planned on staying for at least a couple years longer so she felt like she could actually start looking into getting into university. There were a couple around the area and Cleo was going to help her start applying for them.

Will brought up some ideas of how they could persuade Sophie to get off their back.

"What if we told her that we had joined some sort of sport team?" He stuck another mango tart in his mouth.

"What kind?" Bella was staring out at the waves, her stomach contentedly full.

"I don't know. But it would have to be something that she couldn't get involved in. I wouldn't want her trying to somehow figuring out how she could coach us in it."

Bella thought hard. "What about sail boat competitions?" An idea was forming in her head. "That would explain why we are always gone. We could say that the two of us are practicing to compete in a cross world sail boat race." She looked over at Will excitedly. "My parents even have a sailboat if she wanted proof."

Will's face broke out in a huge grin. "That sounds perfect! We would be able to convince her that she couldn't come with us because of some sail boat rule and not allowing extra people on board."

Bella gave a little clap of her hands. "Perfect!" She leaned in and gave Will a kiss on the lips. "And it will give us the perfect reason to do some more exploring at odd times in the day." She gave him a sly look and blushed.

Will smiled back at his girlfriend. "Bella, can I ask you something?"

The sudden seriousness in her boyfriend's voice caught her off guard. She sat back a little bit and nodded at him. "Of course you can." Her heart gave a little flutter.

With careful movements Will pulled a small wrapped box out of his back pocket. It was flat and square and fit in the palm of his hand. They were both sitting on the large beach blanket, but Will managed to maneuver onto his knees. "Do you love me Bella?" There was a note of nervousness in his voice; a slight tremor.

Bella simply nodded. "Yes, Will. You know I love you. I wouldn't spend every possible second with you if I didn't."

The biggest of smiles covered Will's face for a quick moment and then he took a deep breath. "Isabella Hartly, I love you more than I love diving, more than I love being part fish." He pulled his hand forward and opened the small black velvet box. A small silver ring with a perfect blue pearl for the center instead of a diamond sat inside. "Bella, will you be my wife?"

-h-2-o-

Lewis didn't know where he was. He tried to take stock of his surroundings but his head was pounding and it was too dark for him to see anything around him. He tried to sit up but found he was floating in water already. He remembered swimming, but he couldn't think of how he ended up in this small and black space. Blinking rapidly he carefully extended his arms out around him, trying to gage where he was. At full arm length his hands ran into thick, cool glass. He turned in a circle and found that the glass circled all around him, as if he was in a large tube. He let himself sink down as far as he could and found there was glass under him as well. He swam towards the top. His head breached water for about a foot and then there was some sort of mesh covering over the top of the tube.

He was in a tank. And not a very big one. Lewis's heart pounded in his chest. How did he end up in a tank, and more importantly who had put him there? He could feel himself starting to panic and he went for the surface instinctively. He gulped in lungful after lungful of air, trying to calm down. The water sloshed around him as if the tank was being moved. Great. Not only was he stuck in a tank, he was also being taken somewhere. Great, just great.

There was a sudden jerking motion and Lewis slapped into the glass, sinking part way under water. His shoulder hit the hard surface and he winced. A sudden banging sound came from nearby and he tried to flatten himself against the bottom of the tank. Maybe he should pretend he was still unconscious? He shut his eyes quickly and let himself become neutrally buoyant, simply floating in the water. A large clanging came from behind him. Suddenly there was light everywhere as the back of the truck his tank was in was lifted up. It took all of his control to not turn around and look at who was there. But he didn't need to. Even through the water he would never be able to forget that voice.

"Well, well, well. I didn't believe the message to be true."

Lewis couldn't stop himself. He whirled in the water to face his kidnapper. As the water settled her features became clear.

"Hello Lewis. Looks like you've been up to some things since I've been gone." Dr. Linda Denman stood there with the smuggest of looks on her face, arms crossed over her chest.

Lewis felt his heart sink to the bottom of his fins. This was worse than he had originally thought.

**Hey lovely readers! So I know this chapter is so much shorter than they normally are. And trust me, I definitely wanted to keep writing. But the sun is about to come up and I need some semblance of sleep. I hope you guys enjoy it irregardless. It's taken me so long to update simply because I didn't know what direction I wanted to take. What do you think? Give me suggestions or comment on how the events are unfolding. Cliff hanger! Will Bella say yes? How did Dr. Denman get a hold of Lewis? I hope to update soon. Thanks!**


	6. Choices and Chances
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Lewis stared at Dr. Denman, slack jawed and at an utter loss for what to say. Not that he could say anything while he was underwater in the tank. He could just stare at the smug scientist.

"You really should be more careful, Lewis. I have all sorts of equipment monitoring the parts of the ocean where they found you. What were you even doing over a hundred miles from home?" She walked closer to the tank and placed a hand on the thick glass. "What I'm really wondering is how a normal young man came to be, shall we say, a merman?"

Lewis sank lower down in the tank, trying to press himself as far into the bottom as he could. This was probably the worst thing that could have happened. He was just semi starting to get used to the idea that he sometimes had a tail instead of legs. This was the absolutely last thing he needed on top of this. He tried to stare holes into Dr. Denman with his eyes, hoping she could see the hatred that was there.

"Now, now, Lewis. You only have yourself to blame for this." She motioned to one of her lab tech goons that stood at her side. He pulled a gun out of a holster at his side and hopped into the truck next to the tank.

"Try not to squirm too much. The more you cooperate, the easier all of this will be for you." Dr. Denman nodded to the lab tech.

The gun aimed into the water through the holes in the mesh of the tank. Lewis jerked to the side as a dart fired into the water. His shoulder slammed into the glass with enough force that the tank suddenly tipped out of the bed of the truck. He yelled in surprise as the lid popped off and he tumbled out with all of the water. He gasped as he flopped on the pavement, his tail squirming helplessly against the gravel, lying on his back. Now he understood what it meant to feel like a fish out of water.

He gasped at the air. It felt weird to be taking a big lungful of it in, rather than the shaky gasps he had recently gotten. He stared up into the menacing faces of the small group of men and women who stood around him. Many of them gaped openly, staring at his blue and white toned tail. Lewis had never felt so self-conscious in his life. He only wanted to hide. Suddenly he got a strange surge of energy running from his head to his fin. He heard gasps of exclamation and looked down at himself and felt like jumping out of his skin. If he had even been able to see his skin.

His body had turned into water. If he had still been in the tank he would have looked like he had disappeared. His shock caused his body to reappear again and he looked up into the large eyes of Dr. Denman.

"Well, Lewis. It looks like you have even more secrets than we thought of before."

A sharp prick hit his tail mid-thigh and Lewis looked down to see a thin dart sticking out between his scales. Immediately he felt dizzy and fell back against the pavement. He felt hands rolling him over onto a tarp and then lifting him. His muscles went slack and he lost consciousness as he was carried into a stark white building.

-h-2-o-

Cleo called Lewis's mobile again. Still, nothing. It wasn't even turned on anymore. She didn't know if that meant he had turned it off or had just let the battery die. It had been three days now since she had heard from him. His mom had called her repeatedly wondering if she had seen him. Cleo had tried to stall and make up some excuse, but she could tell that Mrs. McCartney didn't really believe her. Emma and Ash had left the café early yesterday and had been out until it was too dark to see looking for him. Bella and Will had been out near Mako and would have said if they had seen anything.

Zane was pooling his resources to see if he was hiding out on land somewhere, but still so far he and Rikki weren't having any luck. Cleo knew there had to be something she could do. She was skipping work today so she could spend her time looking. Something in her gut was telling her that something was seriously wrong. It wasn't like Lewis to ever stay away from her for more than a day. And he always went home, even when he was upset.

Cleo sliced through the water with her powerful tail, her arms stretched out in front of her as she sped around the coral reefs. She had already exhausted the areas around Mako and the coast. It was time for her to majorly expand her search area. She stared out into the open ocean. Despite for how long she had been a mermaid, she had never dared to go more than fifty miles from home. But if there was ever a time to expand her boundaries, now was definitely the time. Taking a deep breath she kicked her tail into high gear and surged out into the open water. Fish and sea life darted around her, intent on their own little lives. She searched the ocean floor for anything that may give her a hint as to what had happened to her boyfriend. An occasional dolphin would swim alongside her as she made slow, sweeping, back and forth paths. The hours slowly passed by and her tail and arms began to ache. The sun was setting on the horizon.

She was swimming over a crop of rocks when a small glint of something in the flittering sunlight caught her eye. She paused and dropped down to look at it. A camera? She picked it up in her hands, careful to not let it face her. A horrible sinking feeling crept into the bottom of her stomach. Dr. Denman had used cameras to catch her, Emma and Rikki. She looked around. There were probably more cameras hidden, recording the ocean life as they unsuspectingly swam by. What if the camera had seen Lewis? Whoever was on the other end would have seen everything. Her heart clenched as she turned the camera around in her hands. Cleo noticed numbers written on the bottom. A serial number! Zane could track it! With all the speed she could muster Cleo took off back for the mainland. She might have finally found a clue to what happened to Lewis.

-h-2-o-

Bella stared down at the ring on her finger. The tiny diamonds to the side of the gorgeous pearl glinted in the brilliant sunlight. Her heart was still pounding as she stared at her hand. Will had walked a little ways up the beach to get a fire started before it got dark. He had the biggest and dorkiest of grins on his face as he picked up driftwood to use.

Bella had, of course, said yes. How could she not? These last few weeks with Will had been more than amazing. She knew without a doubt that Will was the guy she had been holding out for. Before she met Will she had never really dated. She had just never seen much of a point to it. By the time she would get close to a guy, it was time to move again. And there had always been that fear of if they would accept her mermaid side.

That's why she hadn't even hesitated in saying yes to Will. He was absolutely everything she could have ever asked for. He was kind, and funny. He really cared about her as a person and always put her first. And then there was the whole thing that they were now of the same species. Bella had a merman that she could share the biggest part of her life with. There was nothing that she needed to hide or couldn't share with her amazing boyfriend. She glanced back down at Will as he piled up the wood. Scratch that, her fiancé. She scooted farther away from the surf to keep her toes dry. Now, how were her parents going to react to the news? They are technically still in school. She knew a lot of people would say they were too young to make such a decision. After all, marriage wasn't something that should be taken lightly. And she wasn't. Bella was very serious about this decision. She was confident, even only being seventeen, that there was no one else better for her than Will. She could see them growing and learning together, exploring the world, and overcoming the challenges that came from their unique situation. She was sure. Now she just had to convince everyone that mattered to her that their decision was a good one.

-h-2-o-

Emma sat curled in Ash's lap as they sat on the beach. It was Monday afternoon and they were taking a rare moment to relax. With Lewis being missing they hadn't had anytime to themselves. Even sitting there with her boyfriend, Emma still felt a twinge of guilt at not being able to do more to help Cleo in the effort to find their missing friend. Ash and she just figured he was holed up somewhere possibly running experiments to figure out what he now was.

"I got a letter in the mail today." Ash sat up a little straighter as he broke the silence.

Emma was curious. "What kind of letter."

Ash paused. "Do you remember how I applied to that University in New Zealand a few months back?"

Emma remembered it slightly. That was well before all of this craziness started.

"Kind of. Why?" Emma turned in his lap to look up at him.

"Well, this letter..." he swallowed, "is an acceptance letter." He couldn't help but smile a little. "I didn't think I would but I got in." He finally met Emma's stare.

Confused, Emma shook her head slightly. "You got in? That's good. But you're not going to go now with everything that's happened, right?"

Ash looked away to the horizon. His hesitation seemed to feel the silence with the answer that Emma was dreading. She turned around in his lap and stared at her boyfriend's face.

"Ash? You're going to go? With everything that's going on?" Emma couldn't keep the hurt out of her voice. She could feel a couple tears in her eyes. He was actually go to leave her and their friends? Especially her?

"Em, I won't be getting another opportunity like this. I don't leave until after school break. That's a least three months. I'm sure by then we will have this whole things settled and figured out." He finally met her stare again.

She shook her head, having a hard time letting the anchor in her heart settle. "So, you just expect me to let you go? You'll be gone for four years, if I remember right. I don't want to do a long distance relationship!" Emma jumped up from his lap and wrapped her arms around herself, the slight breeze in the air suddenly feeling a little chilly.

Ash reached for her hand. "Come on, Em. Calm down and let's talk about this."

She tugged her hand away and took a step back. She looked farther down the beach. Before her boyfriend had grown a tail she would have just jumped in the ocean and swum to Mako so she could think things over. But now Ash could follow her. Her world seemed to be shrinking and there seemed no place left for her to find the solace that she needed.

"What is there to discuss? You've made up your mind, right?"

Ash stood up next to her and nodded. "I have. But that doesn't mean that what we have has to end, does it? I know that long distance relationships are hard, but you and have something special." Em looked away from Ash's intense gaze. He paused and took a big gulp of air in an attempt to slow the jackhammer that was suddenly his pulse. In a quite whisper he spoke to his girlfriend. "Please tell me that what we have is stronger than distance, Em."

Emma felt herself hold her breathe. Was it? Would it be? She desperately tried to work through the jumble of emotions she was feeling and the ranging turmoil of thoughts that were running through her mind. She finally looked up and met Ash's face. "I don't know. I can't know." She turned back to the beach, looking for some sort of comfort in the gentle beating of the waves on the shore. A flash of orange scales caught her attention. And then a hand waived.

Ash noticed it as well and they both took off for the water.

Cleo had made absolute sure that only Emma and Ash were on the shore when she decided to go in on the tide. Under less strenuous circumstances she never would have risked anything like this. But this was not a normal circumstance. She was so focused on the clue that she held gripped tightly in her hand that she didn't register the upset looks on her friend's faces. Her world was centered around solving one mystery right now.

"Cleo!" Emma was the first to reach her. "What in the world do you think you're doing? You could be seen!" Emma knew her tone was probably harsher than it should have been, but Cleo seemed oblivious to the stress induced outburst.

"Trust me, I know. But this news couldn't wait." She lifted her hand out of the water and showed the small camera to them. "I think I found something that might help us find Lewis."

Ash looked at the device in her hand, confused. Cleo had wrapped it in a strand of seaweed to cover the lens to keep her safe from its prying eye. To Ash it looked like a clump of junk dragged up from the sea floor.

But Emma, who had the same unfortunate experience as Cleo with underwater cameras before recognized it almost instantly. "What are you doing with that?" She grabbed it gingerly, careful to keep the seaweed wrapped around the lens.

"I wasn't having any luck finding Lewis around where we normally swim, so I decided that it would be best to expand my search area. I must have been a hundred miles out, about ready to turn around and head back when I saw this little device on top of a crop of rocks."

Emma felt a familiar dread feel her gut for the second time in five minutes. "Cleo, that looks exactly the same as the ones Dr. Denman used."

Ash looked at the two puzzled. "Who? It looks like an ordinary underwater camera to me."

Cleo nodded to Emma. "That is the exactly model she used last time. There's a serial number on it. You two get it to Zane and Rikki as fast as you can. I'm going to swim out to Mako and get Bella and Will. We'll meet you at the Café."

Cleo took off before Emma could reply.

Still completely confused, Ash turned to Emma. "What is going on?"

Emma turned and started at a fast walk towards the Café. "I'll explain on the way. But we have to get this to Zane as soon as possible."

-h-2-o-

The four mermaids and three mermen stared at the camera resting on Rikki's office desk. Zane currently had a program running on the laptop in front of him to match the serial number. The time stamp said it could take anywhere from five minutes to five hours to find a match.

"So, Dr. Denman might have Lewis." Zane strummed his fingers on the desk. "If she does, how long until she comes after the rest of us?"

Rikki had been mulling over the same thing. "If that camera is hers, nowhere will be safe for us. Not at Mako and definitely not on land."

Bella had never met this scientist, but it had only taken 30 seconds for her friends to convince her of how rotten she was. After being alone, Bella's greatest fear was being caught and experimented on. Now that exact thing may have happened to Lewis.

"If she comes after us," Ashe walked to the window, "what can we do?"

The silence that followed his question was heavy and oppressing. No one had an idea. And no one wanted to think about it. The remained quiet until a small ding came from the laptop.

Will cleared his throat. "Does that mean it's done?"

Like a wave they all inched in and crammed to see the information on the bright screen.

ENTERED SERIAL CODE MATCH FOUND:

DR. LINDA DENMAN

37949 NW DIALAN AVE

BRIGHT COAST, NSW 2041

Cleo's vision began to blur as tears pooled in her eyes. Dr. Denman more than likely had Lewis.

Bella wrapped her arms around Cleo. "We have an address. That means we might know where he is." She looked at the rest of her friends. "That means we have a chance of getting him back."

Everyone looked around at each other. Dr. Denman was not going to get away with this. Cleo was going to make sure of it.

**So, what do y'all think. Like I said, things are going to take a huge turn in the next chapter. Most of it will be from Lewis's perspective. Also, leave a review of how you would feel about there being a quick OC thrown in for the next two chapters? Thanks everyone!**


	7. That Time of the Month
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When Lewis finally came to he wished he hadn't. He wanted to return to the dark world where Cleo and he had been sitting on the beach, not a care in the world. But instead he had awoken from the perfect dream to a world made of his nightmares. From what he could tell he was lying on a long metal table in the middle of a cold white room. He tried to sit up only to be held down by what appeared to be thick straps across his chest, wrists and legs. Wiggling his head and toes was all the movement he could manage. He looked around – and what he saw scared him. There were syringes and bottles and all manner of scientific equipment spread throughout the tiny room. Had Dr. Denman been planning this?

It was as if just thinking about her had summoned her. Through the metal swinging door Dr. Denman strode in. She walked with confidence and the most conceited look on her face Lewis had ever seen. Just the sight of her sent his blood boiling and chilled his body to the core at the same time.

"Well, look who's awake." She rested a cool hand on his arm. "We were beginning to think we would have to force you awake."

A couple more guys in lab coats walked into the room, serious expressions on their faces, but hunger in their eyes. Lewis disliked them immediately.

"I have rights you know!" He glared at their smug faces.

Dr. Denman laughed, quick and sharp. "No, humans have rights, Lewis. But you…" she brought her face close to his, "you aren't human."

Heart thudding he yelled in frustration as he pulled against his restraints again. "You can't do this!"

The scientists around him laughed and ignored his pathetic and useless attempt at an escape.

"We've already given you a physical, both human and merman. You are really healthy for your age Lewis. What we want to do now is compare human and merman traits on a physical and mental level. We'll do some exercise tests and then mental exams in both forms." Dr. Denman held a clipboard in her arm, pointing to lines of data with her pen as she relayed the information to him.

Lewis shook his head. "You aren't getting anything out of me." His voice was low and fierce. "I'm not a lab rat. This is illegal."

The room got quiet as Dr. Denman slowly and deliberately placed her clipboard on a table behind her. She picked up a small vile and syringe. "Let me explain something to you." She walked back over to Lewis, filling the small syringe with the bluish liquid. "When you and your friends pulled that stunt last year, it cost me everything. My reputation was ruined and I became a laughing stock. Without the proof, no one was ever going to believe me."

She quickly pressed the syringe to his neck, a prick away from inserting the fine needle under his skin. "I've turned my back on the scientific community. Now I have a private funder. And he is very interested in you. I have half a mind to go and see if those girls are somehow mermaids again seeing your situation. My benefactor would definitely be quite interested in them as well."

Lewis tried not to flex his throat as his heart raced. "Please leave them out of this." He whispered and looked at Dr. Denman, desperation in his eyes.

"Give me everything that I ask for Lewis. Obey whatever I tell you to do, and I will." Her voice was icy cold, harsh and commanding.

He knew he shouldn't trust her. She had proven many times that she would stop at nothing to get the girls. But if making this promise meant it bought them some time to think up a plan, then he would agree to it. His will broke and he shut his eyes against the smug look on his captor's face. "I promise."

Lewis felt the light prick as the needle was pushed into his neck and he winced.

"What I've put in you now is a microchip. It sends information back to my phone about your location and your vitals like heart rate." Lewis opened his eyes again. "We wouldn't want you accidently getting lost, would we?"

The room began to fill with motion then as Dr. Denman motioned to the two men who had yet spoken a word. With deft hands they strode over and unstrapped Lewis. Fleeting thoughts of fighting them and trying to escape entered his mind and he quickly pushed them down. He was tagged, like a common animal. Even if he did escape, Dr. Denman would go looking for his friends. He would lead them straight to them if he tried to go home. He was going to keep his promise and cooperate. Maybe he would be able to learn more about his condition. A thought of being human again began to rise in his mind. He was going to use the information Dr. Denman gathered for his advantage. If he was stuck in this sort of situation, he was not going to play the role of victim.

A strong hand clamped around his wrist and a small black band was locked around it. He winced in pain at how tight it was.

"This device will electrocute you if you try to leave this building." The bigger of the two men looked him in the eyes. "Don't try it."

Lewis nodded, rubbing the skin around the thin bracelet. So they were going to treat him like a pet, I.D. chip and shock collar to boot. That was definitely a boost to his self-esteem.

"Okay Lewis, let's get you in the gym. I want to see how strong you are and what your endurance level is like as a human." Dr. Denman led them out the door of the room and down a narrow and gray hallway.

A few other doors dotted the hallway but no windows to give Lewis any idea of what was behind them. Five turns later he was completely lost and standing in a small workout room – the gym.

"We'll start with weights, and then move onto the treadmill."

"You do realize I'm not that strong right?" He snarked.

The smaller goon shoved his back and pushed him toward the weights. "Obviously. We just want the data idiot."

Lewis rolled his eyes. "Fine, fine."

Two hours went by as they pushed him through exercise after exercise. He ran, jumped, pulled, pushed, lunged and stretched. His body ached and his muscles felt like they were going to turn into jelly. He gasped at the air, his throat dry and feeling severely dehydrated. He had noticed while exercising that his own perspiration didn't cause him to change. He had noticed that when one of the girl's would cry they wouldn't change either. He wondered if the scientists had noticed that as well. What if there was something in the water their body produced that counteracted the normal transformation?

Lewis finally stood on the scale, barely able to stand.

"That looks good, Lewis. Very nice effort today." Dr. Denman handed him a towel, but no water.

She then simply walked away. Dr. Brant, the bigger goon as he had come to know, grabbed his arm and led him out the door after he had toweled off.

"Do I get to shower?" Lewis felt disgusting and in serious need of a bath.

"You get to get wet, if that's what you mean." Dr. Brant did a huff of a laugh under his breath.

Lewis was beginning to have the suspicion that these two guys weren't really scientists. Just hired goons to keep track of him. And Lewis didn't like his response. They weren't really going to make him swim after all he had just been through. Right?"

Ten doors later he was led into a small room. It was odd and it took Lewis a second to realize it was his holding cell. But instead of where there should have been a bed was a small, vertical tank. It looked like an extra-long and shallow aquarium. There was a plain and tiny dresser with a bolted down lamp on it, all within reach of the tank.

Dr. Brant shoved him inside the room and then shut the door behind him. Standing there alone Lewis heard a distinct click as the door was locked tight. Was he seriously supposed to sleep in here? What about his shower? The thought of getting in that tank revolted him. He was not going to let himself become that vulnerable.

He opened the drawers on the tiny dresser but found them empty. The lamp was the only light source, but he could find no switch to operate it. Sighing he walked over to the tank and stared at the tranquil water. How had he gotten himself into this mess again? Oh yeah, by being an idiot and going to Mako on the night of a full moon.

Wait, the full moon. He did a quick count on his fingers. The blue moon had been the second moon last month. It had been about, what, two weeks since then? If he was remembering quickly his first full moon was less than a week away. Dr. Denman had no idea the kind of affect that had on a merperson. Would the moon even be able to affect him in this place with no windows? He had learned the hard way that even though bad things happened when a merperson was first exposed to moonlight, even worse things happened when they were kept away from it.

Without even thinking he ran his fingers along the top of the water in the tank, distracted by his thoughts. The second his fingers touched the water he groaned. Idiot! He tried to wipe his fingers off on his shirt, but it was soaked through from his sweat. No good. Ten seconds later his shirt was gone and he was lying on his stomach on the cold cement floor. He flopped his tail in frustration and glared at the offending limb.

"Lewis." A female voiced suddenly cracked through a speaker in the ceiling. It was Dr. Denman. "I just wanted to inform you that we have you on video and sound surveillance in that room. Once your tail dries off, I want you in the tank. It's hooked up to some very sensitive equipment. Every night I want you in there so we can accurately track your progress." She paused for a second. "Do you understand?"

Lewis rolled his eyes. "Yes, I understand."

Just then he felt the tingle as his body changed from half fish to full human. He stood up quickly and looked over at the water. "And I'm guessing that's also where I'm sleeping from now on, right?"

There was no response. Dr. Denman had already given her order and she was expecting him to obey. He sighed, stripped down to his boxers to at least be out of those nasty clothes when he was human, and climbed in the tank. The water was warm and began to relax his tired muscles as he sank in. Being submerged the change came quick and effortlessly, sending a momentary stream of bubbles to the surface.

"Good night, Lewis." He murmured to himself.

The lamp suddenly turned off and Lewis was left sitting in the dark, a merman in a tank. With the lights off exhaustion suddenly overtook him and he had to stifle a few yawns. It took only minutes for him to lie back in the water and float at the surface. Thirty seconds later he was sound asleep.

-h-2-o-

Bella and Will didn't know when to tell the others about their engagement. The ring hung on a chord around Bella's neck – she and Will didn't know how well it would stay on her finger underwater. With everything still going on with Lewis missing and Ash announcing that he was leaving for school – the timing seemed off.

Bella had noticed that Cleo was looking more tired and stressed by the day. They all needed to go swimming in the ocean. Will had found that great lake on Mako, but it was fresh water. It didn't do the same to rejuvenate them. She needed to come up with a plan. Maybe her parents could help. Even though they knew all about her mermaid life, Bella left out a lot of the details. Just because they accepted her didn't mean her way of life was normal for them. Rarely did she let them see her tail. Having Will now and her friends, perhaps it was time that she got them involved a little more.

Rikki sat in the now useless Zodiac docked behind her property. Zane had left it at her house the night everything changed. They still hadn't bothered with moving it back to the docks. Now it was nowhere near safe to do so, anyways. Looking out to sea, Rikki missed her tail. She felt trapped and confined, not being able to explore the most brilliant part of her world. Zane wasn't helping much, either. Being a merman had definitely taught him some responsibility, but he didn't feel the pull for the water like she did. The initial novelty of what he was had worn off. Now Rikki was starting to sense an underlying annoyance at his condition. He didn't see it as a gift, but as a challenge – something for him to conquer.

Apparently Bella and Will were the only ones out of the eight of them who seemed to have come through this closer than before. Rikki envied their relationship. She wanted that kind of connection for her and Zane. Her gut, instead, was telling her that the next fallout they had would be the one to end it for them for good. Kind of like what she could see starting to barrel down on Em and Ash. Rikki knew Emma. She was not going to put up with a long distance relationship. She was one of those kinds of people that liked and needed close companionship. She half expected them to break up before Ash left. Emma would be sensible and not want to do it over email or phone.

And then this whole crap with Lewis. Rikki let out a big huff. Cleo was trying to convince them all that there had to still be a way to find him. Rikki thought otherwise but hadn't had the heart to say so yet. If Dr. Denman had Lewis she would have come after the rest of them by now. Lewis had a habit of not being able to keep secrets around that semi-pretty face. He'd been gone a little over two weeks. If guys in lab coats hadn't shown up yet to nab them, Rikki doubted they had Lewis.

Which led Rikki to the worst conclusion – the same theory the coast guard had – Lewis was gone. His denial and refusal for help had done him in. She'd been there when they had told Mrs. McCartney that they'd found his boat and what it probably meant. Lewis's mom had broken down in horrible sobs and Emma had tried half-heartedly to console her. Last Rikki heard was that Mrs. McCartney was trying to decide if she should make one last desperate search or start planning the funeral.

All of it was horrible. The world no longer felt bright and magical like it usually did. Rikki had thought they would all be able to make the best of their situation. To her disappointment, the world was proving her wrong again.

-h-2-o-

Lewis had officially lost track of the days. It had either been three or five. He didn't know and it bugged him, making him antsy. He had tried asking Deng, as the other goon preferred to be called. The man had simply grunted and then ignored him. Lewis needed to know. The full moon was coming and he hated not being prepared for his first one. He had a nagging in his gut that if he wasn't out in the moonlight something bad would happen. But he didn't dare tell Dr. Denman. There were secrets that he couldn't let her have. Being completely vulnerable once every month opened up too many possibilities for her to exploit him and his friends.

"Keep going, Lewis!" Dr. Denman tapped her clipboard in frustration.

Lewis sighed and picked up the pace of his stroke. Today was lap day. He was in an Olympic length swimming pool, doing endless laps until his arms wanted to fall off and his tail screamed in pain. Dr. Denman didn't know about the underwater super-speed, for which Lewis was grateful. He'd used it only once and balked at the thought of having to do endless laps at that pace.

After three more hours Lewis was finally allowed to drag himself to the edge of the pool, gasping in pain and for air. He was so tired! He was tempted to close his eyes right there and take a nap. But the goons were already grabbing his arms and lifting him from the water. They laid him flat on the deck as Dr. Denman made observations. Lewis twitched uncomfortably as he very slowly dried off. His tail flopped uselessly and his hair hung in his eyes. He really needed a haircut.

A seeming decade later, Lewis was finally standing in swim trunks as Dr. Denman finished her notes.

"It's taking longer each time." She flipped through her pages.

"What does that mean? What's taking longer?" Lewis took a step back, the pensive look on the scientist's face a nagging bother.

"The transformation. Each time you change back, it's beginning to be a half minute longer than the previous." She didn't look too pleased by the information.

And it puzzled Lewis. "That can't be right." He grabbed for the clipboard, his curiosity overtaking him.

Surprisingly, Dr. Denman let him have it. Lewis poured over the date before him. It still took ten seconds touching water to change, unless submerged fully where it only took eight. He had known that already. But as he looked over the wet to dry data, he noticed her observations. Each time the change back had slowly taken longer. First only a second or two, now he was almost up to five minutes longer.

How had he not noticed? At the top corner on the front page he caught sight of the date. He had been there five days. Quick calculations of what day it was compared to when the blue moon had been and he had his conclusion. The full moon was tonight. Shaking slightly he handed the clipboard back. The length in change had to be tied to the moon. But why?

"Do you know what's going on?" Dr. Denman flipped through her notes again, trying to see what could have shaken him up so badly. She waited for his response but quickly lost patience at not receiving one. "Lewis!"

The sharp note in her voice finally drew his attention. With a small struggle he pulled himself together, composing his face. No matter the consequence this had for him, he couldn't say anything about it. The moon was the key to everything, and he wasn't going to hand it over willy nilly.

"I'm just shocked that's all." Now he would start lying. Sure he had been threatened with the consequences of what would happen if he did. But Dr. Denman had no way of catching this one; she had no hint of the truth. At least he hoped she didn't. "I don't know why that's happening. I'm just as new at this as you."

Dr. Denman watched his expression. He wouldn't dare keep something from her now, would he? She stared him down, waiting for his usual nervous ticks. After a minute she decided he was just shocked. "We'll have to see what it develops into then."

Lewis was led back to his cell, where dinner was waiting for him. It was the usual prawns and water. He gulped them down readily and then sat on the floor. He had been doing tests since that morning. As per usual it was now 6pm. He had half an hour to eat and rest and then he would be fetched for the mental work out of the day. Seeing how today was lap day, the test was going to be administered while he was in the pool to see if his thinking changed while a merman.

And if Lewis remembered right, it was only one hour until moon rise. He was going to be in the water when the moon rose. But would that affect him still even if the moon couldn't reach them. He knew full well how strong the pull of the moon was even when the girls had completely shielded themselves from it. They were now experts at overcoming the pull, but Lewis had no such practice. He didn't know what was about to happen. Fear began to creep into his mind. He hated the unknown and the moon was the most mysterious influence in his life. Sipping his water he rubbed his aching legs. The pain had translated from his tail to them. His whole body was aching and his mood was quickly deteriorating into despair. This was probably going to be the worst evening of his life.

**The rest of the gang will have more of an appearance in the next chapter, I promise. As always, reviews are love. Thanks!**


	8. The Tail Tale Heart

**So, hey! I know it's been three weeks since the last update, but I wanted to make sure that I got everything in this chapter that needed to be here. This one should definitely get some more overarching plots going that will start moving everything along more. Once again, reviews are love and I appreciate them greatly.**

**I don't own H2O, but I do own a fish. :)**

Ash couldn't stop his leg from shaking as he sat at the café counter. He was in the process of checking the register tills for the day. Rikki and Zane had already left for Emma's house, and Ash needed to be headed that way. It was his first full moon as a merman and the girls had done their best to brief him and the other guys on what to expect.

Try as he might, Ash was having a hard time believing that the moon had some mystical pull on him. Heck, he was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that the moon had given him a fishtail. He didn't deny that he had one, just that it was because of some giant rock in outer space that gave it to him. But, despite their current differences, Ash did trust Emma. She had been at this for a few years now. Even if it was beyond his understanding, he would follow her lead.

When the last bill was counted he finally locked the café door and headed out. It was still bright outside and he felt like nothing could go wrong. The café had closed early today under the premise of bug spraying. And while they actually had a fumigator coming within the next hour, it wasn't going to make the place dangerous. The plan was meet up at Emma's house, call the fumigator a half hour before moonrise to check that he was done, and then spend the night there.

While Ash had agreed to the plan, there was a nag in his gut that was trying to tug him towards Mako. That was the last place he wanted to be on a full moon. If he was honest with himself he'd rather never go back there. He was now convinced that only trouble came from that island. Now as he followed the canal path that led to Emma's, the annoying pull grew. His eyes wandered to the water and the sudden urge to jump in seemed to propel him forward.

"Ash?" The quite voice jerked him out of the trance. His toes were mere inches from the gently lapping current.

Turning around he saw Ms. Chatam standing under a shady tree.

"Young man, don't we have somewhere to be?" She gave a cautious and reproving look.

Ash gulped, nodded, and joined the elderly lady back on the path. They walked in silence for a moment as Ash struggled to understand what had just happened.

"It's always been intriguing to me what would happen if the magic chose a young man." Ms. Chatam stared up at the twilight sky.

"The magic?" Ash rolled his eyes. "This isn't magic. There's got to be something in the rocks on that island. It mutated us, somehow." Ash's voice faltered. "Lewis may believe in some sort of magic now, but I can't."

"How else do you explain the pull that you are feeling?" She looked at him knowingly.

Ash shook his head. "Look let's get tonight over with."

They had arrived at Emma's house and a wave of nervousness washed over Ash. Instead of knocking, Ms. Chatam simply opened the door and walked in.

"Ms. Chatam!" Emma walked up and gave her a warm hug. "I'm so glad Rikki ran into you."

"Oh, I wouldn't miss tonight my dear. Just like the last full moon, tonight is going to be special." Ms. Chatam made herself comfortable on the sofa and gave her mysterious, soft smile.

Rikki and Zane, who were standing off in the kitchen, caught her comment.

"Special?" Zane walked over and stared at her. "What is that supposed to mean?"

She just smiled. "Call it a feeling in these old bones of min."

Ash was still standing in the doorway as Will and Bella came up behind him.

"Ash?" Bella tapped his shoulder. "Everything okay in there?"

He shook his head and stepped all the way inside so they could join the group. "Ms. Chatam is here."

This was another name that Bella and Will were not familiar with. Cleo had told Bella stories about her, leaving her with an iffy impression. Apparently she had once been a mermaid and knew all these strange secrets. Bella personally highly doubted that. She herself had now been a mermaid longer than she had been a human. If anyone knew what it was to be a mermaid, it wasn't the lady who gave it all up.

"Wait, someone else is here?" Will sounded slightly panicked and whispered to Ash. "How do we get rid of her?"

Ash, feeling in a slightly pessimistic mood, gave him a glare. "She's not the kind of person you can get rid of."

Will was confused. "You know her?"

They all stepped farther into the house so Bella could get a better view.

"Ah, my young friends, you are just in time." Ms. Chatam smiled at them warmly, but there was a strange look on her face. It was a look that made Bella squirm.

Bella walked over and stood next to Rikki in the kitchen and whispered to her. "What is she doing here?"

Rikki shook her head. "I ran into her randomly while downtown. She insisted on coming over tonight for the moon."

Bella rolled her eyes. "You couldn't stop her?"

With a pointed look she shook her head. "Ms. Chatam does what she wants. But that doesn't mean we shouldn't listen to her."

Will was still standing near the door. The look of panic on his face had been replaced by a deep furrow of concern. Bella walked over to him and grabbed his hands in hers.

"Hey, are you okay?" Will shook his head and looked down.

"I don't know what it is, but I feel like something's nagging at me."

She gave him a funny look that twitched her nose. "What do you mean by nagging?"

Will closed his eyes and tilted his head as he spoke. "It's like something is calling me. It's like my body feels out of place and that I should be somewhere else."

"It's the moon." Ms. Chatam's voice broke Will's concentration and he and Bella looked over at her.

"But Ms. Chatam, I don't feel anything." Cleo had her arms crossed and was standing near the stairs. She had been quieter than usual, observing rather than participating in the conversations. Her mind was too focused on Lewis to really do much else.

"I wouldn't think that you would. I expect that only the boys will feel such a pull tonight." She didn't explain further.

"Would you stop being so vague!" Zane slammed his fist against the nearby wall. Everyone in the room jumped at the sudden bang. "What is happening tonight and how are we to prepare for it?"

Rikki walked next to him and placed a hand on his shoulder, trying to calm him down.

"Young man." Ms. Chatam gave him a reproving look. "You're never going to learn anything if you keep trying to rush through your problems."

Ash spoke up. "I think we're all worried and wanting answers. The moon comes up in less than two hours and from what you've said it seems that we're nowhere near ready for it."

"I know dear. I can only tell you what I know, but to be honest, your situation is really one I only know from legends."

Cleo's ears perked up. "What kind of legends, Ms. Chatam?"

The room grew still and silent as all attention was intently focused to where the old lady sat.

"Legends about mermen, my dear." She paused, straightened her skirt, cleared her throat, and then launched into her tale.

"Mako has always been a home for mermaids. An ancient legend speaks of a pod of mermaids who protected and guarded its secrets. It was a place in the world where they were safe from humans who couldn't understand their kind. Every full moon the pod would go to the open ocean to celebrate and leave young mermaids in charge of keeping the moon pool safe. For hundreds of years they lived in peace. Until one night.

"It was a foolish mistake of a young and slightly rebellious mermaid. She and another had let a human boy step foot on the island. Even though it was a full moon that night, she had figured he couldn't cause any harm. There was no land entrance to the moon pool at that time. She and the other two left in charge figured that they would be perfectly safe.

"But they understood little about they're home. They sat in their moon pool as the moon passed overhead. As the water bubbled the boy suddenly fell from the ceiling, splashing with a yell into the middle of the pool. Imagine the shock of those three young mermaids. Quickly they dragged the unconscious boy to the beach and left him there, unaware of what had become of him."

Will suddenly interrupted. "He became a merman, didn't he? Just like us." He wrapped her arms more securely around Bella.

"Yes, a very powerful young merman. The legend goes on to say that he befriended the mermaids and became a part of their pod. With his help the mermaids were able to defeat a great evil."

"What does that have to do with tonight?" Zane was growing impatient.

"Everything. You see, he was able to keep his human side, much like all of you. Those young mermaids, who were born of the ocean and magic, had to use the power of the moon to gain the ability to walk on land. Once their task was over and Mako was once again safe, they returned permanently to the sea. The merman would visit them and spend the full moon with them in the pool.

"But one moon was much different from the others. There had been a blue moon prior to this one. As he floated in the pool and the moon came overhead, a strange force seemed to overcome him. Against his efforts, the water built against him and dragged him under. Two strings of water lashed against his tail and skin as sharp as knives, drawing his blood into the water. That small amount of blood mixed with the rising bubbles and floated towards the moon. Just as quickly the water released him and the three mermaids pulled him back to the surface."

"The water attacked him?" Emma looked at her friends. "Like what the water tentacle did to us?"

"It wasn't an attack, dear." Ms. Chatam looked slightly sad. "It was a claiming. Without his knowing, the ocean had just claimed him as one of her own, much like the mermaids who were his friends."

"What do you mean by claimed?" Will tensed and Bella looked up at him. "What's going to happen to us tonight?"

"From what the legend implies, if you even touch water tonight, the ocean may choose to claim you as her own." Ms. Chatam stared at the three young men intently.

Ash cleared his throat, finding it suddenly dry. "And what do you think happens if the ocean tries to do this…claiming thing?"

Ms. Chatam took a long pause. "If she does claim you, you forfeit your life as a human."

Will gripped Bella tighter and they stared at each other, both thinking of what that could imply for their future.

"And if they manage to avoid the water?" Emma was staring over at Ash.

"That, my dear Emma, is the one thing I can't predict."

A heavy silence fell over the room. Suddenly, that night seemed like one of the most important nights of their lives.

-h-2-o-

The sun had gone down outside and Cleo was pacing back and forth uselessly. Her other six friends were paired up and talking about what they needed to do for that night. But she still couldn't seem to get herself to focus. All she could think of was Lewis and where he was. She couldn't explain it, but her stomach had this horrible, disgusting, sinking feeling. Something was happening with him and she wasn't there to help. Without realizing it, tears were streaming down her cheeks. They had already been through so much in the last few years. All she wanted was to help him but he was gone. She had never felt so lost and helpless.

"Will, you need to think about this more rationally." Bella and her fiancé were standing near the front door, trying to keep their conversation from being overheard. "This isn't a spur of the moment decision, and it's something that is going to affect the two of us now." She rubbed the ring under her shirt.

"I know, trust me. But think of all the pros that come with becoming a permanent merman. I don't feel at home on land anymore. Sophie seemed to accept our story about sailboat racing, but how long are we going to keep it from her? I don't have any plans for after school now that my dive competing is over. What other path is there for my life to take?" Will held her hands in his and rubbed his thumbs along her wrists.

"But Will, what about me? If you give up your human half, what am I to do? Don't you realize what it means to give up living on land?" Bella looked down and rested her forehead against his chest. "I'm still tied to the land."

Will finally understood what she was talking about. He may have almost nothing to lose by becoming a permanent part of the sea. But the one thing he did stand losing was Bella. She had to stay part of the land. Her parents were there and so were the other girls. She actually had plans for school and an idea of what direction she wanted her life to take.

Gently he lifted her chin so he could look at her eyes. "Bella, I would never leave you. I made a decision to go wherever you go." He looped a finger under the chain around her neck and lifted the ring out of her shirt, holding it in his palm for her to see. "I love you Bella. If that means doing all that we can tonight so that the moon can't affect me, then that's what we'll do."

Bella pressed herself to his chest, gripping the back of his shirt. She knew he meant it, and she thought that was what she wanted. But as the words came out of his mouth, her decision faltered. Something seemed, how could she put it, almost wrong about his choice. Was she making the right decision?

Zane and Rikki were arguing in the kitchen. Zane had decided that he needed to be locked in his office at the café for the rest of the night. There the water couldn't reach him. Rikki had agreed to that part. It was when he said he felt he could finally be over all of this that she had gotten upset.

"I thought you were doing okay with everything!" She hissed it at him.

"Of course you did! I'm not like you Rikki. How am I supposed to run a successful business when I constantly have to watch out for the tiniest drops of water?"

"But you've been doing great lately!" She lowered her voice a little. "We've been doing great."

"That's the other thing." He turned away from her slightly. "This…thing has been changing me. I don't feel like I'm in control of my life anymore."

"So you don't like that it's made you a better person. That's what you're saying." Rikki crossed her arms and tried to keep the hurt out of her voice.

"You think it's making me a better person!" Zane finally lashed out at her. He yelled and the whole room turned to look. "It's making me weak, Rikki! I don't want to be a part of this anymore! Tonight I'm going to show the moon who's in charge."

Rikki clenched her fists and watched Zane dash out of Emma's house and possibly out of her life.

Ash and Emma had been having their own weird conversation as Zane and Rikki fought. It had been awkward. Ash wanted to say that he wanted to do everything to resist whatever was coming that night, but his gut instincts were trying to make him think differently. He had confessed to Emma how he'd almost jumped into the canal as he'd been walking to her house. Out of all of them, he thought the ocean wouldn't want him, because in a way he didn't want it. Being a merman was cool, but if things didn't work out with him and Emma, what girl could he ever trust fully enough to tell her about this kind of secret?

Emma had been mostly silent, listening to what he had to say. He had just finished when their attention had been pulled to Rikki and Zane's shouting and then him running out of the house. Emma had tried to stand to go after him but Rikki stopped her.

"It's useless Em." She shook her head. "Let him go. He's made his choice and I'm not going to interfere anymore." Rikki looked at the door, a slight pain in her heart. She had seen this day coming. She just didn't want it to go down in front of everybody else.

Ms. Chatam watched the young pod and felt worried for them. She had her two friends had given it all up before they'd ever had to go through anything like this. She wished deeply that she knew more to be able to help them, but truth was this was beyond what she knew. Hopefully the little information she had been able to give them would somehow help them through the night.

-h-2-o-

Zane hadn't gotten very far from Emma's house. His rage had dissipated as he ran, giving him a chance to cool off and realize how childishly he had, possibly, acted. Before this whole merman ordeal, he would have been angry for hours. But it was like he wasn't capable of that anymore. He knew his temper had never been a good thing, but he also didn't see himself being some laid back, hippie guy who felt mellow all the time. His anger had always given him a sense of control and power and he detested seeing that slip from his grasp.

Now he stood near the canal that ran near Emma's neighborhood. The water was calm and swift as it traveled by. Zane hated it. Glaring he turned from it and finished his fast paced walk to the café. No one was insight and he figured the fumigator was gone. Walking into his office, he slammed the door behind him with a bang. His office had already been moon-proofed last year. Now he sat in Rikki's chair, the door locked and silence surrounding him. Let the others find their way here. He was officially only worrying about number one.

Back at Emma's house, the girls were trying to figure out where the guys could go that would be safe. They had tried calling the café, but with no response. Zane hadn't returned and moonrise was only fifteen minutes away. Cleo had taken up an endless pacing in the kitchen and Rikki was being snide and unhelpful. That left Emma and Bella, who were both slowly starting to panic.

"Why don't we just head to the café? If we leave now and walk quickly, we should just make it." Will was tapping his foot, full of pent up nervousness.

Emma shook her head. "If the fumigator is still there, we can't have you going all weird. It's too big of a risk now."

"You should always face your fate head on." Ms. Chatam had taken to standing near the window. She was gazing out at the sky, almost in anticipation of what was about to come.

Will grabbed Bella's hand. "Why not go to Mako?"

"Are you kidding?" Emma glared at him. "We're trying to keep you safe. Mako is not safe on the full moon."

Cleo stopped her pacing and seemed to take his suggestion into serious consideration.

"Actually, I think he's on the right track." Bella squeezed his hand. "Mako is our place. Maybe it's time we start trusting it on the full moon."

Cleo nodded. "Em, I think she's right. And Ms. Chatam is right. We need to face this. Just like we did with the water tentacle. Everything turned out all right there."

"A party at Mako then." Rikki's voice was dull. "What are we waiting for?"

Emma stared at Ash, asking with her eyes what he wanted to do. His shoulders were tense, and he gripped his knees so hard his knuckles were white.

"To Mako it is then." Ash glanced around. "Let's go face fate."

Ms. Chatam watched from the dock as the six of them dove in. They had ten minutes to reach the moon pool. Even swimming at full speed, they would just reach the pool as the moon pulled over head. Their tails blurred through the water as they pushed themselves. Mako grew closer and closer as the time continued to tick down. Will took a second to glance at his dive watch. Thirty seconds. He began a countdown in his head.

They were at fifteen seconds when their heads broke through the surface. The pool was crowded with the six of them, tails mingling together underwater. Will started the count at five…four…three…two…one.

On cue the moon eclipsed the volcanic opening above, its brilliant light highlighting their faces. Bubbling water surrounded them and the golden bubbles of moon magic rose through the air. Everyone held their breath.

It was as the moon reached dead center in the opening that Will felt the tug on his tail. He had just enough time to get Bella's attention and then he was yanked under. Bella dove under after him. The sight she saw was frightening yet somehow beautiful at the same time.

Blue, green and gold tinted laces of water danced around Will, holding him near the moon pool floor, fifteen feet below the surface. It didn't look painful and Will even had a smile on his face. Bella felt a tingling on her skin and looked down to see those same magical tendrils pulling her gently down. Time seemed to slow and the water grew lazy and graceful as Bella hovered over her fiancé.

Will panicked, at first, as the water grabbed him. As his back and tail were pressed to the sand he knew this was the end of his human life. As the moonlight flooded down to him, his mind began to fill with pictures. At first he didn't understand what he was seeing. He saw himself and Bella, swimming deep among the reefs. Where they went they used his powers to improve any damage that could be seen. Both of them looked older, perhaps in their mid-twenties.

Then Will noticed Bella a little closer. In her arms Bella carried a squirming bundle. It was a little boy with bright blonde hair and tan skin. His eyes were the same cool-blue as Bella's, but he had Will's smile. To Will's startlement, the little boy had a bright white tail where his legs would have been. Will heard a giggle and noticed a little girl trailing behind him. She had a yellow orange tail and dirty-blonde hair, just like his. She laughed again and lunged herself on his older version's back, clinging to his neck.

As the scene faded, Will felt his heart pounding. Not out of fear, but out of sheer joy. He wanted that future, and in his heart he felt the understanding that there was only one way to achieve it. He opened his eyes to see Bella directly over him, her hair fanning gorgeously in the moonlight. He reached a hand up and caressed her cheek, trying to get her to understand. She grabbed his hand, kissed it and then nodded.

Almost as if the water had been waiting for permission it wrapped tightly around the both of them, placing Will next to Bella, both of them hovering in the water. Bella winced as she felt a small cut on her chest, over heart, and then again from the base of her tail where it fanned out. She watched the same two cuts appear on Will, but he just stared at her, a sweet smile on his face. Small tendrils of blood escaped from their shallow wounds and mixed with the bubbles in the water. They watched the bubbles rise to the surface and then continue onward. The water gently released them.

It was then that Bella saw Emma and Ash underwater. Rikki was tugging at Cleo, who had been lashed to the sand, just as Will had. The three of them were trying to get Cleo's attention, but she couldn't seem to hear them. Cleo's face was contorted in deep concentration. Will wondered if she was also seeing something, just like he had. As they watched, she seemed to give a slight, serious nod. Before any of them could react, the water cut her skin in the same two places, and then released her. Cleo slowly opened her eyes.

Within seconds the moon pool went still and dark as the moon passed from overhead. Cleo gave them all a sad smile and then headed for the surface. The rest of them followed and their heads broke the quiet surface.

"What just happened?" Rikki stared around, a bit of fear in her eyes.

Cleo met Bella's eyes and Bella placed a hand on the small red line over her heart. Cleo nodded and then looked at her other friends.

"It's actually really simple, Rikki." Cleo looked up at the sky. "Ms. Chatam was wrong."

"I think we should head back to Em's house." Bella gazed up at Will. "We need to find Zane, and think there's a lot more that we need to talk about now."

Emma nodded, trying to be cool headed and sensible. In her head though she couldn't keep all the panic out. Something had just happened to her friends and they needed to figure out what. In pairs they left Mako. Cleo and Rikki first, followed by Emma and Ash. Then lastly Will and Bella, hand in hand, a shared nervous smile on their faces.

**Tada! Please, please tell me what you think! We'll check in on Lewis and Zane more the next chapter, but like I promised there will be more about the rest of the gang. I'll try to update again soon. Ciao!**


	9. As the Future Weaves

**And we're back! Thanks again to everyone who has added this story to their watch list and/or reviewed it. I hope this chapter does not disappoint.**

**As always, I do not own H2O or its characters. All I own is my over active imagination that keeps up until 4am.**

Lewis had just let his eyes shut when the door to his cell of a room opened. He grimaced and sat up in the tank. With a heave he dragged himself out of the water and laid on the cold cement floor.

"Hurry and change." Dr. Brant tossed a towel at him. "Dr. Denman is waiting."

Lewis rolled his eyes and rubbed the scratchy towel along his scales. It was times like this when he really wished he had Rikki's power. It was embarrassing having to rub himself down so he could have legs for five minutes.

Finally he felt the familiar tingle and his body turned to water then just as quickly he was fully human again. He staggered to his wobbly feet and winced. He was so sore. He was sure he was going to fall asleep while Dr. Denman had him take the mental tests for the evening.

Dr. Brant shuffled out of the room and down the hallway at a rate that made Lewis wince. He needed a break. Just some time to rest even for just a moment, but he knew he wasn't going to get it. The tests had been relentless since he had woken up in the lab on that first day. All he wanted was to be back on Cleo's couch, curled up next to her.

"Move it, geek." Dr. Brant called back to him and picked up the pace.

Lewis shuffled faster, tripping a couple times before they got to the pool room. Dr. Denman was already sitting at her small metal desk, her fingers blurring over her laptop. She didn't even bother looking up as they walked in. Deng locked the door behind them.

Knowing the routine, Lewis walked over to the pool ladder and pulled himself up to the top. He knew the water would be cold. It was always cold. He glanced over at the clock on the wall and froze – moon rise was fifteen minutes away. A sudden harsh shove came at the back of his calf and he toppled forward. Deng stared at him through the tank glass as he sank to the bottom. Bubbles soon formed around him and once again Lewis was a merman.

His blue tail flashed as he gave a quick swim around the tank. The water helped to ease the stiffness that he felt. It worried him that he was starting to feel more at ease in his tail than in his legs. Even now, as he flew through the water, his muscles relaxed and he felt some of his worries fade to the back of his mind. Glancing through the glass he saw the look of annoyance on Denman's face. With an inward sigh he darted to the top of the tank where the ledge for him to sit was jutting out. He pulled himself up grudgingly and let Dr. Brant strap the sensors to his chest and head. Once he sufficiently felt like the lab rat he was and had dried off his arms and hands he began to type on the computer in front of him. Deng had developed a series of mind games and questionnaires that he would take. Denman received real time results where she sat and could analyze the data almost instantaneously. So far she hadn't been willing to share any of the data with him.

Lewis immersed himself in the tests. At least this felt a little bit like science and he could somewhat remove himself from his situation. Time moved by without his recollection and he was almost done with the second part of the test when he felt a strange pull in his gut. He grunted slightly at the discomfort but kept going. He didn't even have a chance to react to what happened next.

His fingers were poised over the keyboard when he was suddenly being dragged into the water. The scientists around him gave large yells as he was pulled into the tank. He didn't know if they could see what was happening as the water in the tank was suddenly frothy and swirling around him. But he could see it. Long strings of water were lashed around him and held him underwater. Lewis wanted to panic as images began to fill his mind.

He saw Cleo, beautiful as ever. His heart panged to see her soft brown eyes and hair. She smiled at him and extended her hand. Lewis took it and they walked into the waves at their feet. In the vision he watched her transformation into the beautiful creature that she was. He watched her flow elegantly through the water and felt a peace and happiness he hadn't in the last few weeks as he swam beside her. He still had his legs and he recognized this as one of his memories. It was one of the happiest times in his life.

The vision changed slightly and this time Cleo was sitting on the ledge in the moon pool. Her long copper tail flowed into the water and she again smiled at him lovingly. She turned and talked to Bella who was sitting on the ledge, a tiny bundle in her arms. Will appeared in the water next to him and swam up to join Bella, a small girl hanging on his back. Lewis was shocked to see that the little girl looked like Will and Bella. She had a long copper tail that flicked in the water and a musical laugh. Lewis watched the bundle in Bella's arms squirm as she unwrapped a small baby boy from the blanket. He only knew it was a boy because of the pale blue fish tail where his legs should have been.

Lewis was confused though. Bella was sitting completely out of the moon pool, her tail stretched out on the rocks and the sand. She was completely dry, as was the baby boy in her arms. He noticed then how much older they all looked. Will had a short cropped beard and his eyes looked deeper and full of knowledge. Bella had an air of sophistication about her that came with maturity. He studied Cleo closer and began to notice the differences about her. Her eyes were deeper and the laugh lines on her face slightly more defined. To him she was still gorgeous. Then he noticed the ring on her finger as she reached out to him. He looked down at his own hand and saw the match on his ring finger. He grabbed his hand and pulled him to the ledge. She too was completely out of the water, but somehow still had a tail. She placed his wet hand on her bare stomach. He was confused until he felt the small kick from her slightly extended belly.

There was a sudden shift in the vision and Lewis was underwater in the moon pool, staring down at Cleo. She had the same water tendrils wrapped around her, but her face was peaceful. She looked just like how he had left her, except he could sense that she was tired by the dark circles under her eyelids. Lewis had to wonder if this was her present. Could she seem him too? Cleo's eyes opened and she seemed to stare right into Lewis's eyes. She gave a soft smile at him and then nodded, seemingly trying to tell him that everything was going to be okay.

Lewis finally understood. The tendrils were about to change him. If he was understanding everything right, he was about to become a merman more than part time. The future he had seen was one of happiness. He and Cleo were married and he had only sensed good things from that path. He remembered all the good times they had shared and pictured all the good times they could have together. Cleo would always be a mermaid; it was an integral part of her. Lewis, through fate or magic, had become a merman and could now share in all aspects of his girlfriend's world. He had been fighting this so hard, he had failed to notice all the good things. Cleo had been trying to tell him that all along and he had run away from it. He had run away from her and their friends, the very people who were trying to help him.

The thoughts in Lewis's mind abated and one more image filled his mind. The moon shone down on him and Lewis saw himself sitting on his abandoned fishing dock. Cleo sat next to him, her hand in his and her head on his shoulder. Their tails hung over into the water and a little blond haired girl sat on his lap, gurgling happily. The feeling of happiness hit Lewis so hard he wanted to cry for joy. He wanted that future with Cleo. If it meant giving up his humanity, then his decision was made.

The visions faded and Lewis blinked, back in the tank, held down by the tendrils of water. He heard a splash and saw Deng sinking in the water towards him. Water suddenly lashed out towards the scientist and pushed him to the surface, keeping him from him. Lewis could feel a sort of power building around him in the water, keeping the scientists at bay. This magic wasn't for them.

Lewis closed his eyes and nodded to the magic, finally accepting everything that had happened to him. He felt two sharp slashes, one on his chest, over his heart, and another towards the base of his tail. He winced slightly and opened his eyes again as he felt the water release him. The power in the water faded and he pumped his tail to swim to the top of the tank. As his head broke through the surface he saw all three scientists staring down at him. Dr. Denman's eyes were wide and incredulous, her jaw slightly slack.

A few drops of blood trickled out of the cut on his chest and he wiped it away, trying to avoid their eyes.

"What in the world just happened?" Dr. Denman stared down at him, her eyes still wide. Her expression looked scared but intrigued.

Lewis kept his mouth shut. While he had an idea about what was happening to him, he wasn't going to tell the scientist. And he didn't want her knowing about the moon and how he and his friends seemed to be tied to it as merpeople.

Denman frowned and then crossed her arms. "I thought we had agreed that you weren't going to be keeping any secrets."

Narrowing his eyes Lewis stared right back at her. "And what secrets do you think I'm keeping? You have me monitored 24/7! You think I have any idea about what is going on? You don't tell me what you're learning and I hardly understand anything about what I do know."

She shook her head. "While we are definitely learning some interesting things about your anatomy, there's something bigger at work here. You've never told us how you became this way and how you have that weird water shifting ability."

He looked away. "I don't know how that happened. I've been trying to figure that out for years."

Denman shook her head slowly. "You're lying, Lewis. You know more than you're really telling." She motioned to Deng.

Before Lewis had time to react he heard a bang then felt a prick in his shoulder. He looked down to see a feathered needle sticking out of his skin. Almost instantly he felt himself begin to lose consciousness. Dr. Brant dove in to keep him afloat at the surface as his vision began to darken and he lost control of his muscles. He blacked out just as they began to drag him out of the water.

-h-2-o-

Lewis woke up on the cold medal slab of a table. It was the same one he had woken up on the first day he had been brought to Denman's lab. His throat felt dry and he heaved a deep cough, trying to sit up to get more air into his lungs. Once again, he was restrained and couldn't move his arms or legs. Once the coughing had subsided he felt relief of at least having legs. After what the moon magic, and he assumed that's what it was, had shown him – he half thought he'd never have legs again. Maybe he had misinterpreted the visions? But that seemed wrong. If anything, this was something that was going to take some time.

He coughed again, his chest struggling to rise against the strong straps wrapped over him. His lips cracked with the effort and he realized how dry he felt. He looked down at his skin and was shocked to see it dry and flaky. He licked his lips and winced at how chapped they were. Another cough was about to rack through him as the door opened. He tried to repress it but couldn't stop and turned his head to the side. He felt like he was about to cough up a lung.

"Welcome back, Lewis." Denman stood off to the side of the table, waiting for his hacking to subside.

He tried to clear his throat, but it felt like sandpaper.

"You've been out for a few days. We were keeping you under so we could do some observations without your interference." She gave a cold smile. "Would like to know what we found?"

Lewis glared but didn't say anything. He was afraid that speaking would only elicit another round of coughing from him.

"It seems that whatever happened to you a few nights ago is still having an ongoing effect." She held up a few x-rays for him to see.

Lewis wasn't an expert on x-rays, but something about his bone structure seemed off.

"It seems that your cells are somehow mutating. Your bone density is substantially diminished, first of all, and their structure is slowly shifting." She put the x-rays on a light board where a few other x-rays were already hanging. "When we first acquired you we took these x-rays." She pointed at the ones on the left.

Lewis looked at the comparisons and felt shocked. The ones on the left were x-rays of him as a human and as a merman. The one of his merman physique was intriguing. Everything from waist up was the same as when he was human. Starting at his pelvic though it was totally different. While the top of his pelvic was normal, there weren't any sockets for his leg bones. His pelvic bone fanned down in bone segments, almost looking like a stronger and thicker second set of ribs. His spine continued through his pelvis and down to the base of his tail. The rib like bones fanned out about half way down, giving his tail structure and flexibility. The fan portion of his tail had ten long thing cartilage structures running through it. He had never given much thought to how his bones looked when he changed, but now seeing it on display like that was impressive and made his scientific mind go wild with questions.

He drew his attention to the new x-rays. He finally realized what was wrong with the bone structures on the human x-rays. His leg bones had tiny protrusions poking out of them, as if those rib bones hadn't been able to go completely away. Not only that, but his Pelvis looked smaller, like the bones hadn't completely formed back once his tail was gone. Just looking at the x-ray gave him a sense of pain. Was it going to hurt to walk?

Denman eyed him warily, watching his reactions. "You really have no idea what's going on, do you?"

He shook his head, too nervous to speak.

She gave a long pause, letting him continue to look over the x-rays.

"There's more." She gave a smug smile. "When we dragged you out of the water, it took nearly a half hour for you to gain legs again. We submerged you a day later and let you dry out, and it took a little over an hour. We've had you out of water for over 24 hours now and the effects it's having on your system are quite interesting."

Lewis licked his chapped lips again. He was drying out – he needed the water. The vision of him and Cleo sitting on the dock flashed into his mind. His future was coming and he needed to not be afraid of it.

A horrible racking cough ripped out of his lungs. He shook on the table as he tried to control it, his throat feeling like grating nails as he struggled to breathe. "Water, please." He croaked out the words, his eyes pleading with Dr. Denman.

Her eyes were a cool gray and a cruel smile played on her lips. "Sure, Lewis. But from what these tests are showing, are you sure you want what's going to come from it?"

He stared at her. "What?" The word was a weak, scratch of a whisper.

"Dr. Brant, Deng and I have developed a theory that each time you get in the water your genetic structure regresses from human to merman." She waited for a response, but got none. Lewis was too busy trying to let that sink in.

"We theorize that at this rate, and with our continued routine of tests, you'll be unable to have legs again within a week."

Lewis shut his eyes and focused on his breathing. One week.

"Of course, we've decided to modify our daily test schedule. We want to be able to gather more data about the effects this has on you as a human before we lose that chance entirely. We've revised the daily routine to be able to stretch this out to about a month's time."

She turned off the light board and the x-rays dimmed. Lewis eyed her warily as she walked back over to the table. She held a glass of water in her hand and stared down at him. With a smirk she placed the glass next to his head and then walked to the door.

"Deng will be by to fetch you within the hour. He'll tell you how the next month is going to go." Her voice was cold as the door shut behind her.

Lewis stared at the water, desperate for it yet wary. If he knocked it over to relieve his thirst, he'd grow a tail and then who knew how long he'd have it for. Plus he'd still be strapped to the table, even more helpless. He squirmed against the ropes, wishing he was stronger. He managed to grab the one that ran across his waist and tugged on it. Instead of loosening, it tightened. He gave a scream of frustration.

Big mistake. Coughs racked over his body again and he hacked desperately. By some stroke of fate the glass of water barely wiggled, but didn't splash him. But something else did happen. As his frustration grew he felt a surge go down his arm. He watched as his fingers turned into water, just like when he'd been in the tank in the transportation truck. But then the same affect happened to the strap that he gripped in his hand. Lewis stared at it in shock, confused as to how he was able to hold onto it, or how the strap was keeping its shape. What was even more confusing was why the water strap touching his skin wasn't making him change. Was it like how the girl's tears or sweat didn't make them transform either? Maybe the fact that he'd made it into water made him immune to its effects?

Lewis's head swam with the logical possibilities, and from dehydration. He let go of the strap as his energy drained out of him. The strap immediately returned to normal and so did his fingers. He let his hand lay limp on the table, his energy spent. Another dry rasp rang out of his lungs and he closed his eyes in exhaustion. Within seconds he was passed out.

-h-2-o-

The sun was coming up when the gang reached Will's boathouse. The late hours of the night had been long and frustrating. Once they had left Mako they had made a beeline for the Café where they hoped to find Zane. After making sure no one was around, Rikki had dried them all off and they'd gone inside. No one mentioned how it had taken about twenty minutes before they were all able to get their legs back.

Zane had been asleep on the couch in Rikki's office. The room was fully moon proofed and it seemed that he had slept through the whole thing. Rikki hadn't even bothered waking him up and they'd left him to sleep in the office. According to Rikki he'd made it clear he wanted nothing to do with their 'mermaid' business anymore.

They'd set up shop in the café and talked over what had just happened to them. Will went first, telling them about what he had seen once the water had pulled him under. He held Bella's hand as he talked about what he'd seen of the two of them swimming underwater and the two kids who had been with them.

Rikki had stopped him there.

"Did you just say kids? Like the two of you had kids?" She looked at the two of them, suspicion in her eyes. "Are we missing some important detail?"

Bella cleared her throat. "We didn't know when the right time would be to tell everyone." She pulled the ring out from under her shirt. "Will asked me to marry him."

Will grinned from ear to ear. "And she said yes." He kissed her cheek tenderly and she blushed.

"Congratulations!" Emma gave Bella a quick hug.

Ash clapped Will on the shoulder. Cleo remained quiet and reserved.

"We haven't decided on a date or anything yet." Bella looked at her friends. "And now with what happened tonight, who knows what's going to happen."

Cleo cleared her throat. "I saw something too."

Everyone turned their heads and stared at her.

"What?" Bella sat up straighter in her seat.

"You both weren't the only ones who saw glimpses of the future. The water grabbed me too, and I think I know why." Cleo stood up from her seat and began pacing. "I saw Lewis. Kind of like Will, I got glimpses of our future. There was one where he and I were sitting on his fishing dock, both with tails. I felt like that's just how we were supposed to be, a mermaid and merman."

She paused as she thought of how to tell them what she saw next. "Dr. Denman definitely has Lewis. I saw him in a tank and she was standing on some sort of platform that ran around it. He was at the bottom, with the water tendrils wrapped around him too. He looked terrified, probably because he had no idea what was going on.

"I did the only thing I could. I smiled and nodded, trying to help him know it would all be okay." She sighed. "I watched the tendrils cut him, just like it did with the three of us. But then I saw Dr. Denman." She stared at her friends, stopping her nervous wandering. "She saw it too. And the look on her face afterwards wasn't a good one."

A sob escaped Cleo's throat and Emma rushed over to give her a hug.

"I think she's been experimenting on him." A few tears ran down her cheeks. "He looked so tired and thin. And she stared at him like he was a piece of meat for her to devour."

"Oh, Cleo." Emma gave her another hug.

Cleo had sunken down in a chair as the others had continued discussing the events of the moon pool, trying to make sense of it all. After a few hours they decided that they were just talking themselves in circles. They had to be honest with themselves, they had no idea what was really happening. Something had happened to Cleo, Will, Bella and apparently Lewis. They had finally agreed on one thing – only time would be able to tell what the effects of last night were really going to have on them.

As the sun came up they made their way to Will's place, ready to for a long session of crash and recover for their Saturday.

**As always, let me know what you think! Reviews are love and inspire my fingers to type faster. Until the next adventure!**


	10. Secrets Don't Keep Themselves

**A big, quick shout out to my reviewers! You guys are de best:**

**SnowWolfe6631, HeartlandFan101, sarah, MermaidRaven, swimlovepeace, MTOBEIYF, YaleAceBella12, grace and Caleb. I hope this was fast enough for all y'all and that it doesn't disappoint. :)**

**Note: I do not own H2O. I may have at one point plotted to steal H2O, but these mad ideas of mine will have to suffice for now.**

It only took one trip to the moon pool to figure out exactly what was going on. And exactly who it was happening to.

It was when Will and Bella returned from one of their day long swims. They had both felt invigorated and wanted to invite the others to the moon pool. Will had pulled himself onto the old dock first, soon followed by Bella. It was times like this when Will wished he had Rikki's power so they could dry off sooner.

Bella was the first to point out the fact that they weren't changing back. It had already been ten minutes and they still had tails.

"It happened yesterday too, after we returned from the moon pool." Bella looked at her fiancé nervously.

Will nodded tentatively, staring at his tail, flopping aimlessly against the wooden planks. "Do you think it has something to do with, you know…" He let his voice fade off. Of course it did.

Bella scooted closer to him and laid her hand on his tail. Will laced his fingers through hers and gave a sigh.

"I know we talked about this last night with the others." Will looked out to the ocean. "Part of what Ms. Chatam told us, about the sea claiming us. And then about the future I saw. But what about how long it's going to take?" He looked Bella in the eyes. "Are we going to have to stay out of the water?"

Bella didn't have a real answer to give and just laid her head on his shoulder. "It looks that way. Perhaps either we stay out of the water," she closed her eyes, "or we stay in it permanently."

According to Will's dive watch, 45 minutes passed before both their tails changed back. Bella's was first, followed a few minutes later by Will. Bella tried to stand first and tumbled into Will's laugh with a gasp. Her legs were wobbly and felt weak. The two of them exchanged a concerned look, before they helped each other up and hobbled their way to the café.

Immediately they had initiated a phone conference call, alerting the others to their new discovery. They all agreed they would keep their water escapades to the minimum until they could get together and figure it all out. One thing Rikki pointed out was that Cleo and the "lovebirds" (as she had taken to calling Will and Bella) needed to be extra careful.

No one tried to argue her point.

-h-2-o-

After Lewis had gone missing, Cleo had taken to bathing for long periods of time to try and relieve her constant cloud of sadness and stress. It had been a routine of hers before, but now it seemed to be a necessity. Her time in the bath was when she could think and feel like a normal, teenage mermaid without the stress of the world on her shoulders. However, after the events of the moon pool a week ago, she had been minimizing her relaxation time. Her baths had turned into quick dips just to scrub down.

Even with only a few minutes in the water each day, some of their changes back were getting longer. Bella and Will were both nearing an hour each for their tails to disappear, and Cleo had clocked herself at over half an hour. Emma had come up with the theory that the longer they spent in the water, the more time it added to their changes. Bella and Will had that extra-long swim the day after the full moon and so they were at a longer time than the rest of them.

Ash had also pointed out that none of these prolonged changes were affecting him, Rikki or Emma. No one had any idea of what was going on with Zane as he had taken to not talking to them. Rikki had thought she'd seen him in town with Sophie, but she couldn't be sure. Will said his sister had made no mention of Zane, so she had dismissed the thought.

It was becoming more and more clear that only three of them had been claimed by the ocean. Cleo still didn't know why it had picked her, but she had a strong suspicion that it had to do with Lewis. She just didn't know what.

-h-2-o-

"Cleo!" Kim's frustrated voice rang through the bathroom door. "You've been in there for ages!"

"Go use the other one, Kim!" Cleo felt her stress slipping back in, tightening her tail fin.

"Sam's in the other one." The pout on her face was detectable through the closed door.

Sighing Cleo pulled the drain on the bath. "I'll be out in a few minutes!" She yelled back at her sister.

The water drained away and Cloe tried to get back into her Zen state, ringing her hair out in her hands. The water slipped away from her body slowly and she sighed. Her mood was already ruined. Events from that night flashed through her mind and she caught a sob in her throat.

Lewis was in the clutches of the vixen Dr. Denman. It was their worst nightmare come true and she felt completely helpless to do anything about it. The one thing she hadn't told the others was that every few nights or so, as she had slept, she would dream of Lewis. She was always seeing him tied to wires or swimming laps in a small tank. And every time she would wake up in a clammy sweat, her brain racing in panic.

Now, as she sat in the tub, she felt that same fear grip her. They had to find some way to get to Lewis. There had to be some way get to Lewis before Dr. Denman took her experiments too far. Cleo muddled over idea after idea. They could swim the ocean and do a grid-search. Or create a fake website about mermaids being found to draw her out. She shook her head in hopelessness. All her ideas seemed to be impractical or too dangerous.

"Cleo!" There was another knock on the door, louder and more persistent. It was her dad this time. "Are we really going to have another bathroom fiasco on our hands?"

Inwardly Cleo groaned and stared down at her tail, just realizing how long she had been lying there for. Maybe twenty minutes? She sighed. She probably wasn't going to have legs for at least another ten minutes, if not more. "Sorry dad! Just a few more minutes!"

"This is so unfair." Cleo heard Kim's complaints as she and her dad walked back down the hallway.

Once Cleo was sure they were out of range, she struggled her way out of the tub and onto the tile floor. She looked up at the bathroom clock on the white wall. The seconds seemed to tick by at a horribly slow rate, mocking her situation.

Another, quieter knock came at the door. "Cleo?"

It was Sam this time. Did the whole family feel like they needed to come and check on her?

"Is everything okay in there? You've been acting a little out of character lately." Her worried voice came muffled through the wood.

"I'm completely fine. Promise." She glared at the clock, trying to will time to move so she could escape this awkward situation.

The door knob rattled. Sam wasn't going to come in was she? Panic gripped her stomach.

"Cleo, please let me in. I think we need to talk." Sam's voice was a little louder.

"I don't need to talk, really. Everything is okay." Cleo dragged a towel down her tail, hoping that could somehow speed up the process.

Sam sighed. "Your dad and I have been talking, and we think you are having some depression issues over…" Her voice trailed off.

Cleo smacked her forehead. They thought she was depressed over Lewis. And wasn't she? But she thought she had been hiding it. Now with what she had learned with Lewis's real situation and the dreams, had she fallen into a deeper rut? If anything her situation seemed more useless than it had before now that she had an insight into recent events.

Sam cleared her throat, starting over. "We're here for you, Cleo. You can tell us whatever you're going through."

The hallway grew silent again and Cleo found herself alone. She shoved away the towel, frustrated at its futility. Realization sunk in at the moment of the realness of her situation. If their theories were right, she would eventually be a mermaid full time. She would no longer be able to stay on land. At some point in the near future, she would have to leave her family. Dad, Sam, and Kim. A sob caught in her throat.

Her life kept looking more and more horrible by the moment.

-h-2-o-

Zane watched Rikki as she walked her usual route from work to her place. Her curly blond hair was tucked into a messy bun and her hands were shoved in her short jean skirt's pockets. She looked almost happy and carefree, a small smirk on her face as she stared out at the canal. He had loved her this way once. His mind went back to a time when he thought she was a normal, beautifully rebellious, human girl.

When he had been human.

He shook his head, as he stepped back into the trees and went off to meet with Sophie. She had come to him the day after the full moon, stumbling upon him asleep at Rikki's Café. It had been early in the morning and Zane hadn't been in the mood to talk. At least until she had done the unthinkable.

She had shut the door, locked it, and then faced him with wide eyes of disbelief.

"You will never believe what I just saw." She had wrapped her arms around herself and paced back and forth in the small space.

Zane tried to rub the sleep out of his eyes. He had been more worried about what had happened the night before. Had he really slept through everything?

Sophie slapped her hand on the desk, and startled Zane into looking up at him.

"Aren't you even interested?" Her voice was raised to a credulous octave.

Zane sighed, yawned, leaned back in his chair, and gestured for her to continue.

"I was worried about Will last night," she had started. "He was acting so strange when I had tried to talk to him earlier." She resumed her pacing. "It was like there was about to be some huge event but he insisted everything was fine.

"I tried to go talk to him again and I saw him sneaking off with Bella. I followed them to Emma's house." She stopped and stared at him. "You were there."

He was about to launch into an excuse but she kept going with her tale and had picked up her pacing.

"I thought you were all having a party without me again. But then you stormed out and soon everyone else left."

Her pacing had stopped, and she had become strangely still and quite.

Zane's heart rate had picked up and he stared at her, anticipating what she was going to say.

"I know Zane." She'd stared him straight in the eye. "I know everything."

He'd once again been about to open his mouth to rebuttal her story when the water came flying at him. She'd set a glass of water down on his desk when she had walked in, and he'd thought nothing of it. The glass had been in her hand so quickly he hadn't even had a chance to duck.

The water had covered his torso and he'd made a mad dash for the door. Sophie had aptly blocked his way and stared him down. On queue his legs had gone weak and he'd collapsed to the carpeted floor in all his scaly glory.

He'd stared up at her awkwardly for only a second, and then looked away in shame.

After he'd dried off they'd slipped out of the café, not wanting to run into Rikki, and had gone to Sophie's place. They're conversations after that had been long and Sophie hadn't let him skip any detail. Three hours and two other demonstrations later and Sophie was completely in the know-how about her brother's secret life.

That had been nearly a week ago. Out of the blue she had called yesterday asking if they could meet up. He suspected it had something to do with her brother. Though Zane doubted he could be any help in that department, seeing as he had cut himself out of his friends' lives, he agreed. At least it could give him a reprieve from his own issues.

Ever since that night, his merman situation had been weird. While he still had a fish tail, he found that that when he got wet it was taking longer and longer for him to change. When he got wet, he remained human for much longer than ten seconds before his tail would show up. He had clocked it at five minutes so far, and that was if he hadn't dried off long before then. When he compared what Ms. Chatam had said to them that night with his situation, it only confused him more. Hadn't she said that the sea was going to claim them? Wasn't he supposed to be experiencing the opposite?

His first reaction had been to talk to Rikki about it, to see if it was happening with her too. But he'd quickly dismissed the idea. He'd made it pretty clear a week ago that he didn't want anything to do with any of their fishy business anymore. He'd thought of seeing if Sophie had any theories, but he had laughed at himself for the idea. Whatever her curiosity in meeting with him was, he wasn't going to give this to her.

Sophie called to him from up ahead and he pushed his thoughts from his mind. Time to go and face his new path.

-h-2-o-

Emma stared out at the ocean from the saddle of her horse. She had been out for a nice ride and had decided to take the scenic route back to the stables. Whenever she did, she always came to this spot. It was the entrance to where she and Ash had gone on that wonderful picnic date right before the blue moon.

She couldn't help but think how simple her life used to be. Everything between her and her boyfriend had been great. Her friends had all been great and it had seemed like nothing could have gone wrong in her world. Now she wished she could somehow turn time back and redo that night. Why had they all been so insistent to go to the moon pool? She couldn't remember, but now they were all dealing with consequences greater than they could have imagined.

And then she thought about Ash. She and Ash had come to a sort of agreement – they were going to try and make their relationship work. They'd had a long discussion a few days after the full moon. It was clear to the both of them that they weren't experiencing any new changes like the others. And Emma had realized that she had over-reacted to Ash's news about school. She really was happy for him, really. She just wished he was going to be there to help her through this hard time.

In another week he would be leaving for New Zealand and Emma was getting used to the idea. Somehow. She was trying to compartmentalize the idea and focus on one disaster at a time. There was the disaster of Lewis missing. And then the disaster of the weird transformation that her friends were now experiencing. She and Rikki were trying to come up with a game plan of how to help Bella and the others.

So far they had nothing. The best they had done was convincing them to stay out of the water as much as possible. But Emma didn't know how long that was going to last. When she'd seen Bella at the café the other night, she had seemed antsy and tired. Emma knew how much her daily swims had meant to her. She'd been at this mermaid business longer than the rest of them. She was probably taking this whole water avoidance thing the hardest.

And Cleo's mood was getting worse. Emma wished that she knew how to help her, but couldn't think of anything. She sighed as she turned from the ocean and continued on her way. They were going to have to come up with something soon before one of them did something reckless again. She knew it was only a matter of time. Cleo seemed to grow desperate by the day and Emma feared for what kind of plan her friend might eventually come up with.

-h-2-o-

Lewis had been moved from the metal table to a shallow metal tub. He had nicknamed it the spoon. The spoon was long enough for him to stretch out in when he had a tail, but shallow enough that the water was never higher than his ears as he lay down. This was all the time it seemed. Rarely would Dr. Denman let him out of his restraints so he could stretch his legs. She was more interested in stretching his tail than anything else.

His current situation was no exception. She'd had him in the pool again, swimming laps in a hazy circle that left him seeing double. His endless circles didn't even give him time to think. If he tried to slow down at all she would give the water a slight electric charge that set his nerves on end. The feeling would make him sick to the stomach, so he swam as fast as he could for as long as he could.

The only good thing from this that he could see was the muscle he was building. No longer could he be considered a scrawny nerd. His tail was well defined, as was his new six pack. His arms finally had bumps in the right places and his back was strong and straight. Swimming and running, lifting and pushing – all the exercises had done one good thing for him. He couldn't wait for Cleo to see him again.

But at the same time, he was starting to hope that she never did.

It had been three weeks now since the water had changed him. Three long weeks of Denman running endless tests and comparing endless results. And three long weeks of small changes that slowly robbed him of his humanity.

It had been two weeks ago when he had no longer needed the x-rays to show him what was becoming a permanent part of his physique. Especially the additions he hadn't been expecting. It had started on his back one day while he was lying in the spoon. His back had started itching like a fly was making an endless crawl up and down his spine. When he'd finally been able to maneuver his arm to scratch it, he'd frozen in fear and disbelief.

Along his spine a ridge seemed to be growing. The bumps of is spinal cord protruded in a raised line down his back. Deng had noticed his slight flailing and had come over to investigate. According to Denman, it was going to be some sort of elongated dorsal fin for better underwater streamlining. She had even taken pictures and shown him. At the base of his neck a small blue ridge started and tapered into his tail. It was scaly and firm, just like the end of his tail fin.

The next one he had been completely unprepared for. Nothing in the world could have stopped him from being shocked and disgusted. He'd awoken to a sharp pain in his side a few days ago. When the lights had come on he'd been able to see three deep, red, thin gauges in between his ribs. The skin separated painfully when he had touched them. Over the last couple of days the skin had separated completely and gill ridges had formed in the new openings. All of them suspected they were functioning gills. Denman was ready to test them out, but Lewis still refused. He could handle holding his breath for incredible amounts of time on end, but breathing water was one demon he wasn't ready to face yet.

This morning the latest of the changes had started to happen. He'd discovered it as he was eating his regular breakfast of prawns. In between each finger, a fine, thin webbing was starting to form. Right now it merely looked like the skin had thinned in between each finger. He wouldn't have noticed if it didn't make his fingers stretch funny. He could feel the skin move every time his fingers even twitched.

In all honesty, Lewis didn't know how much time he had left until he could no longer change from a tail. Denman had originally told him a month, but her face had said differently lately. Despite her best efforts, the changes were starting to progress faster and faster. Yesterday when they had left him out to dry, he hadn't changed from a tail to legs for a full five hours. It had been a horrible, long process where he could feel the shifting of bones and muscles. It had made him squeamish and he kept dry heaving the whole time.

And when he did have legs, it was no "walk in the park." His ability to walk was failing him. His legs, even though he had a muscular tail, looked like sticks. Weird bumps poked through his skin as if his legs didn't form correctly anymore. Walking was a joke as he could only manage a hobble that sent shooting barbs of pain from his feet, up through his hips and spine and to his shoulders. He begged Denman yesterday to not make him walk again, something he had hoped he would never have to ask.

It was time for him to admit the fact. Lewis was officially more merman than man. The notion squeezed his heart, made his stomach roll with nausea, and sank him into depression all at the same time. If he couldn't walk out of here, how was he ever going to get away? How was he ever going to get back to his family or friends if he couldn't be on land for more than ten minutes without feeling dehydrated? Let alone with deformed legs.

As he laid there now, water surrounding him and his tail stretched gloriously before him, Lewis gave in.

"Fine," he murmured to himself. "You win." He didn't know who he was speaking to. Probably the magic or the cruel universe that had trapped him in this fate. But he was done fighting. "This is destiny, or whatever, and I can't run away from it."

Something clicked in him, almost as if his body was flipping a switch. The water around him calmed him and he felt his nerves relax. The part of his scientific brain that still cared noted that his hands ached, along with his back and chest, but he quickly pushed the observations away. It was time to embrace who he now was. Maybe then he could focus more on a plan to get back to Cleo.

-h-2-o-

Linda Denman sat at her desk on the other side of the room, curiously watching Lewis. His expression kept changing from horror, to fascination, to sadness, and then back again. He'd been doing it for the past few days, ever since the gills had started forming. She was going to have him take a new psychological test in an hour to see if she could get a better picture of what all of this was doing to him mentally and emotionally.

She knew he wasn't doing too well, but she wasn't about to tell him that. According to the latest blood test, his body was under too much stress. She didn't know if it was because of her tests or because of the changes he was going through so quickly. But he was going to get severely sick at this rate. She talked it over with her benefactor and they'd decided to force the final changes, under observation. The theory was if they kept him underwater permanently then his new nature would fully take over.

Once that was complete, she had been given orders for final transportation. Linda had collected more than enough scientific information to keep her working for years to come and he was more than ready to have Lewis on display in his private residence.

A sudden flashing alarm on her console brought her back to Lewis. His face had relaxed and he seemed to have gone limp in the shallow observation holding tank. She slapped the intercom.

"Deng and Dr. Brant I need you in here now!" She yelled it out and then ran to Lewis's side. What was going on now?

She read the screens by the tank and frowned. Brain activity appeared normal, but his heart rate had sped up. She looked down at him and gasped. He was changing right before her eyes! There was webbing between his fingers that was taken on a bluish tint. He seemed to be leaning to the side as the fin on his back bulged outward and grew more ridged and fanned.

Then he was gasping for air as his gills began to spread open and closed. She checked for the rise and falls of his lungs taking in air and was shocked to find none. Was he not able to breathe? Her two assistants appeared at her side.

"We need to move him into the tank now." Her voice was tight with concern.

Dr. Brant grabbed the boy's upper body, while Deng struggled to lift his tail. Together they lifted and dragged him to the tank where they had to heft him up the metal stairs. With an unceremonious splash Lewis was dumped into the water where he sank to the bottom like a piece of dead coral.

"What's going on?" Dr. Brant stared down at her, confused.

"Something just accelerated his changes ten-fold. If we kept him out of the water any longer –"

She didn't get a chance to finish as they watched Lewis open his eyes, wide with surprise and then as he darted to the other side of the tank. He stared at the three of them, his gills flapping rapidly as he breathed heavily.

Lewis noticed their stares and clung to the glass wall of the tank. What was he doing in here? According to the new schedule he was supposed to be under observation in the spoon for another forty-five minutes. Denman never broke her schedule.

He took a deep breath to try to clear his mind – and froze. It was then that he felt the slight movement on the sides of his chest. He looked down in horrible anticipation and saw what he had feared. His new gills were working. Lewis was breathing underwater. The water went in his gaping mouth effortlessly and then out the gills in short bursts. He shut his mouth and felt the water go in his nose and out his gills.

With a shaky hand to his chest, he waited for the rise and fall of his lungs. After thirty seconds the daunting truth sunk in. His lungs were no longer working. Were they even there? He pulled his hand away and stared at his fingers. The webbing had grown up in between each gap and now reached the last knuckle before his fingertips. He pinched it and grimaced. Yep, that was skin all right. His very own strange blue webbing of skin.

Although Lewis couldn't see the dorsal fin on his back, he could feel it when he twisted or bent. It was this addition that made him feel more monster than merman. The gills he could hide with a shirt, and the webbing with mittens. But not this strange blue finned protrusion that stuck out of him like a sore thumb. He might as well have grown wings.

After he gave himself sufficient time to calm down, which took well over an hour, he swam for the surface where the three scientists had been kind enough to wait for him. He let his head break the surface of the water, and tried to suck in a lungful of air. It felt odd, dry and a little bit unpleasant. Tiny bubbles seeped out of his gill flaps and felt like someone was tickling his insides. But at least he could do that. Though he suspected if he tried to get out of the water, he wouldn't be as capable. How long could he breathe straight air before his gills would protest?

That new reality slammed into his brain like a freight train and he dove back for the bottom of the tank again, deciding that he really wasn't ready to talk just yet. He'd told fate that he was ready and fate and taken control. Now, in his gut, he realized what had come to pass.

The realization sunk into his mind like a settling ton of bricks on the ocean floor. Lewis was now 100% merman. His brain decided at that moment that it was the perfect time to take a hiatus – and he blacked out.

**TADA! So, I wrote most of this between 1am and 6am, so hopefully it's okay. I wanted the ball to start moving faster than it has been. Hopefully it wasn't too fast here.**

**Yes, Sophie now knows everything. We'll find out in the next chapter what that means for the gang. And what exactly is happening to Zane? You'll just have to stick around to find out.**

**On another note, I have decided to initiate a little bit of a contest. In a review or a private message, tell me who in Cleo's family you want to find out about her secret – Sam, Kim or Don? Pick wisely because it'll decide one of the major plot points coming up in a couple chapters. Those whose ideas I use will also get a special shout out. Get those inputs in!**

**Thank you so much again for all those who have favorited or/and followed me and my story. It means the world to me and gets me fired up for the next chapter. *hint, hint***

**Happy swimming!**


	11. Going in Circles

**So this one took forever to get up, but I hope it doesn't disappoint. Unfortunately, chapters are going to be far in between for a while due to school. Have some patience and give me lots of reviews and I promise they will keep coming. Anywho, enjoy the chapter!**

**I still don't own H2O, but I also no longer own a fish so it all worked out. :)**

It wasn't a pleasant feeling when Lewis finally woke up. He felt achy and sore and as if he had been lying on the beach for too long. When he opened his eyes it wasn't hard to figure out why. He had to blink rapidly for his vision to clear. Dr. Denman stood over him, a pensive and determined look on her tired face.

She didn't say anything to him, but rather just stared. Lewis tried to sit up to get out of her line of eyesight, but he found himself unable to move. He sighed, getting really tired of constantly waking up strapped to the same metal table.

"Can't you just once tie me up somewhere else?" He tried to bring some humor to his situation, but Denman's expression didn't change.

Lewis at least tried to stretch his limbs, hoping to get some of the aching stiffness out of them. First he rolled his shoulders, and then quickly stopped. Something else on his back moved; something that was stinging from being awkwardly pressed to the metal slab. That was all the realization he needed to have his recent ordeal jump back into his mind. He gasped and then flailed against the binds holding him. It couldn't have been real. In panic he glanced down at where he knew his legs would be; where they should be.

Reality didn't plan on being that kind to him. From the waist down was his blue and white tail, hanging off the end of the table. His scales were dim and flaky, as was his skin. He let his vision wander to his hands that seemed to almost have atrophied because of the webbing shrinking from lack of moisture. Then there were his gills. A strange, homemade looking device was wrapped around his chest. Water from a bowl-like container glided over his gills and then bubbles were exhaled back into the contraption. When he gasped the bubbles would increase, as would his heart rate. Was that really how he was breathing? He tried to inhale a huge lungful of air, but his gills flared dramatically instead. He let his head drop back to the table with a thud. This was just too much.

Linda Denman wasn't in any sort of mood to ease the panic session she was seeing before her. She was too busy wondering what she was supposed to do with him. She had told her boss about the recent developments and he was eager to have Lewis finally turned over to his care. Transport was ready and her team was standing by to move him.

But she felt she was missing something, some little detail about all this. Actually, she knew she was missing a lot of details. How did Lewis get like this? He had repeatedly told her that he didn't know; that it just happened. She wondered why he suddenly started changing so rapidly and what had caused that. Lewis had claimed to not know that either. Denman knew he was lying. Lewis just didn't have a very good poker face.

Even though she knew he wasn't being truthful, she had no solid or evident way to find out anything. The only way she knew how she would be able to know was to get Lewis to somehow tell her. As she watched him she ran scenarios through her head on how she could trick him into giving it to her. She watched him flail and his gills work in overdrive. Now that he couldn't breathe out of water, things were going to be a whole lot more complicated.

Lewis watched his unmoving chest as he panicked. It was disconcerting to know that he was breathing water and not air. It was disconcerting to know that he had a giant fin protruding out of his back. And it was disconcerting to look down and feel every inch of his tail twitch as it dried out. He tried to remember his legs being there, but he struggled in his panic to bring up the memory. It really hadn't been that long since he had been human had it? He counted the time backwards in his head, trying to get as close as he could, but knowing he was off.

A month and a half, he guessed. He had been completely human a month and a half ago. How quickly his life had changed. His thoughts turned to Cleo and his friends. What were they going through right now? Were they all like him, completely stuck to the water? His heart ached for Cleo and to know what she was going through. He just wanted to get to her, to see if she was okay.

Lewis took another deep, watery breath and stared at Denman, who still had that same look on her face. It was like she was worried for him, but Lewis knew that had to be wrong. Denman wasn't worried about him in the slightest. To her he would always just be an experiment. If only he had never been so curious those few years ago when she'd first showed up. Cleo had been right about her then. She was always right.

Finally Dr. Denman backed up and tapped a few buttons on the tablet in her hand.

"Today's your lucky day, Lewis." She walked to the door and hit an intercom button. "Prepare the transport." She paused. "Deng and Dr. Brant to the loading dock please." A raspy affirmative echoed back to her.

"Loading dock?" His voice was hoarse, and Lewis could feel his panic start to rise again.

Denman didn't respond. Putting her tablet down, she grabbed a syringe from the counter and stepped over to him again. Lewis squirmed and writhed, knowing he was completely helpless to get away. The needle went into his forearm effortlessly and his panic helped pump the liquid through his veins faster. Just before he went under, he thought he saw a sly smile cover the scientist's face.

-h-2-o-

Sophie sat across from Zane on the picnic blanket. She was relaxed, nibbling at her piece of watermelon. He was rigid and staring out at the water. The ocean only made Zane antsy, like he no longer felt at ease around it. His suspicions for his uneasiness, he was sure, had to do with his lessoning transformations. Every day the effects of the water were getting less and less powerful. This morning when he had tested it he hadn't grown a tail for nearly half an hour. When his legs had been changing, it was slow and uncomfortable. It didn't feel right and his tail was small and pail when he did have the audacity to let it form.

And those days seemed to be fading quickly. It had been two months since he'd changed and he felt like there was an end coming to this nightmare.

"Hey, you look a million miles away." Sophie threw a grape at his face.

Zane smiled at her with a smirk. "Just thinking about all the crap that I'm not going to have to put up with anymore."

Sophie smiled and scooted closer to him so they were side by side. "Once you're completely normal, we can start working on my brother."

Zane nodded, but inwardly he wasn't so sure. Despite all his efforts, Zane hadn't been able to get up the nerve to talk to the gang. His gut told him something big had happened on the full moon. He was almost positive that none of them were experiencing what he was. Someone would have said something to him if that were the case.

Rather, Zane suspected they were even more entrenched within the mermaid business. He'd thought about what Ms. Chatam had told them – about the ocean claiming them. He had very specifically run away from all of it that night and now he was going through the consequence. What he wondered was how much the others had embraced that silly legend.

Sophie had seen them swim off. Their only destination could have been the moon pool, and Zane could only guess at the crazy stuff that went on there on a full moon. Zane figured from the way Bella and Will had been acting up to that night, they were the most likely out of all of them to go along with the crazy Ms. Chatam. He needed to confirm it for sure, but something told him that Sophie wasn't getting brother back. At least not as a human.

-h-2-o-

Will sat on his bed, his head resting against the head board and Bella tucked in at his side. Her knees were curled up and she was trying to write a new song for the band. He rubbed a hand through her long blonde hair aimlessly, simply letting his mind wander. He thought about the moon pool and how much he missed it. He thought about his sister and how strange she had been acting lately.

And he thought about Bella. She was putting up a brave front to her friends, but he knew that she was starting to get depressed and sick. Dark bags had developed under her eyes, as well as her cheeks. Her skin was flaky to the touch and her hair brittle and dray. While his own skin was beginning to dry out, he knew she had it worse. She was a mermaid through and through, and now she was land locked.

Will's heart ached for her. Part of him knew she wasn't going to be able to stay out of the ocean for much longer. Daily baths simply weren't enough. One of these days she was going to cave and go swimming, and he would follow. Not only that, but he blamed himself for what had happened. When he became a merman it was the most amazing thing. He'd finally felt like he'd found a place where he belonged. Now there were consequences for his choice, consequences like Bella giving up everything for him. In return, what could he give her? In the future they'd seen they lived in the ocean. He wouldn't have a job or a way to provide for her.

Looking down, Will glanced at the ring hanging from the delicate chain around her neck. He still wanted to marry her, but in all honesty, what kind of husband could he really be? Not for the first time he wondered why Bella still stuck by his side. Then a conversation he'd recently had with her came to mind. He had asked Bella, right after it had sunk in what was happening to them, why she wanted him. Her response had been sweet and simple: because he accepted her completely.

That was what Bella loved the most; that he had never tried to change her. And that was why Will loved her in turn. She had let him into her life. When he'd stumbled upon her secret, she was open with him. When he became a part of it, she never left his side. While she didn't try to change him, she also encouraged him to be his best and to be the person he could be.

Will shook his head. Maybe he didn't know how to be a husband at this moment, but he knew Bella would help him. Their marriage was going to be a partnership of learning and growing. He was sure that together they would be able to figure it out – fins and all.

"Hey, tell me what you think." Bella straightened and sang her few, worked out lines.

"Because moments are changing,

Coming in and rushing out,

Your arms swing around me,

And together we can find a place to start."

Will closed his eyes as Bella's lilting voice swept over him. The tone was upbeat and funky, just her style.

"You catch me in the tumble,

Of ocean waves pouring around.

While dancing octopus arms wave,

We know we've got nothing figured out.

In the depth of the abyss,

Our eyes search in the clearing murk,

It's like the world is changing,

Coming in and rushing out."

Will smiled as she finished and kissed her on the cheek. "That's really good."

"You really think so?" Bella gave a shy smile as she played the words again in her head.

"Of course. The band's going to love it." Will rested his head on hers and they sat there in silence for a moment.

"School ends next week." Bella sighed. "I started revision last night, but I just can't concentrate."

"I know what you mean. Every time I open my astrology book I think about the moon, and then I think about us, and then I just can't stop thinking about everything else."

Bella nodded. "I called Cleo to see if I could study with her, but she didn't pick up the phone. I didn't see her at school today."

Will paused. "It's Lewis. He's all she can think about." He squeezed Bella closer. "I know if I lost you like that you'd be all I could think about."

Bella gave a sweet smile. "I'm already all you can think about."

Will kissed her jaw. "Seriously though. I wish we had some sort of clue. He and that scientist seemed to have completely disappeared."

"That's the weird part." Bella sat up and turned to face Will. "You would think this Dr. Denman would want the recognition for catching the first merman. Why hasn't she come forward?"

"You have another theory?" Will crossed his arms over his chest.

"Just, when Lewis ran off, what if something worse happened? There are not just scientists in the ocean." Bella looked away and Will grabbed her hand.

"You think he's…"

"Gone." Bella faced him. "His mom is holding his eulogy tomorrow. I think we need to be there. It's been almost two months, and we have no leads or new information."

Will frowned and nodded. "I know. It's just hard to accept."

"I know, but I think if we can accept it, we could all get moving on with life again." She leaned back against him again.

"Cleo's never going to accept it." Will wrapped his arms back around her.

"I know. But if the rest of us can, than we can at least start supporting her better."

Will nodded. "We'll definitely be there tomorrow. Hopefully that will be a good step in the right direction."

Bella shut her song notebook and closed her eyes, taking comfort from Will. Tomorrow was going to be a hard day. Just because she suggested letting Lewis go, that didn't make it any easier for her. But she knew they all needed to focus more on what they were going through. It was the only way they were going to get some control of their lives back.

They'd only been cuddled up for a few minutes when Bella's phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out and was surprised to see Emma calling.

"What's up?" She answered.

Will watched Bella's calm face turn to one of concern.

"We'll be right there." She clicked her phone off and jumped off the bed, searching for her sandals.

Will sat up. "What's going on?"

Bella slipped them on then tossed Will his own. "That was Emma."

Her voice was panicky. Will thrust on his shoes and then stood next to Bella.

She took a deep breathe. "It's Cleo. Something's happened and we need to get over there."

Will just nodded and then they both rushed out the door.

-h-2-o-

When Lewis came to he vowed that the next person who tried to put him under was getting slapped with his fluke. As he blinked he realized that he wasn't strapped to a table. At least Dr. Denman had finally listened to him for once. But where was he? He was underwater, that much was for sure. He moved his fin and his arms. Everything seemed to be okay, well as okay as a merman gets. Touching his wrist he realized his "shock bracelet" had been removed. The skin where it had pricked was tender and he winced as he rubbed it.

The water around him wasn't sloshing, so he didn't think he was being moved, but maybe that had already happened? Cautiously he began to swim around the dark tank. Wherever he was the lack of lighting was making it almost impossible to make out any details. The area was huge, but an odd shape and he got a sense of large plants growing around him. The comical image of a miniature, goldfish sized version of himself swimming in a fishbowl popped in his head. Great, so now he was someone's pet instead of an experiment.

Gingerly he swam down until his hands hit sand and substrate. Rocks were placed randomly and occasionally he felt a fish or something swim by him. His eyes were slow to adjust to the tiny light source that came from outside the tank. After what felt like forever of swimming in one direction he realized what was going on. The tank was donut shaped with wide but tall walk on both sides. There also seemed to be some sort of walkway under the tank at one point where the floor of the tank became a small hill. Who would have such an oddly shaped tank? The realization dawned on him as the lights suddenly came on above him.

Someone who wanted a merman on display, that's who. As the tank brightened, Lewis was able to make out details around him. On the outside of the tank he could see into two rooms, depending on which side he was on. One room was a huge library, and the other was what appeared to be a kitchen that opened into a fancy dining room. Both areas were well furnished and screamed wealth. In the middles of the tank seemed to be an office or a reading room – Lewis wasn't sure. The only way to access it was through the walkway that did indeed traverse under the giant aquarium. No matter where Lewis was in his cage, if a person was in that room, they would be able to see him.

Flipping his tail, Lewis swam for the surface where the lights had come on. To his dismay there was metal meshing over the giant expanse. He swam the whole donut shape until he finally came to a grate that was locked. Carefully Lewis reached up and grabbed the mesh and tried to see the room that was above him. He could make out a storage container, a metal table, and then a bunch of pumps. For all intents and purposes it appeared to be a maintenance room. But Lewis new very well how deceiving appearances could be. He dropped back into the water and sank to the bottom. Exotic tropical fish, and even a few small sharks, occasionally swam past him. He watched the giant plants, some real and some fake, sway in the current produced by the gigantic filter.

A part of Lewis's brain kept telling him he needed to surface for air. But he knew that burning sensation in his lungs would never come again. His gills opened and closed effortlessly on his chest. Another, newer part of his brain kept urging him to find a hiding spot. He felt antsy being exposed out and in the open. Even though he was the biggest creature he'd seen so far in the aquarium, some knew instinct insisted that there was danger nearby. Lewis made snide remarks in his head as he thought of his captors giving him something to hide in. No, he was not going to stoop to that level.

Hours passed. For the first hour Lewis had stubbornly laid there, not wanting to give anyone a show. After an hour he just couldn't take being still any longer. He had started on slow laps around his donut. After fifty laps he had started cataloging the fish, trying to identify the species. He was surprised at how many he didn't know.

It was five hours in that he tried to test out his power again. It took all of his concentration to make his whole body turn into water. At first he could only hold it for a few seconds. Two hours more of practice and he was up to a couple minutes, but he was also exhausted from the effort. Not to mention starving. His stomach rumbled painfully as he lay on the sand. He was considering eating some of the growing kelp when a clanging sound echoed through the water. Looking up at the surface he was surprised to see the metal grated had been opened.

He stared at it cautiously, waiting for someone to appear. Slowly he swam towards it and then poked his head through. The opening landed six inches above the surface, making it just over his head. With some effort he was able to grab onto the sides and pull himself up and onto the metal mesh covering. He sat and let most of his tail hang back into the water, his new instincts telling him that he shouldn't go very far from it. His gills flapped in the air and Lewis felt like he was breathing through a tube. How long before his body couldn't take being out of water? Now, he figured, wasn't the time for him to find out.

Clapping suddenly came from behind him and Lewis panicked. He craned his neck behind him and saw an older gentleman sitting in a plush chair nearby. Lewis chided himself mentally for not checking if anyone was watching before he pulled himself up. He should have known better by now. Carefully he maneuvered himself around the opening so he could face the man.

"You are just as marvelous in person as you are in the videos Lina gave me." The man laid his arms on his lap, his right leg crossed over the knee of his left one. "I was worried for a bit there that somehow this final transformation had addled your brain. It's good to see that you are still just as curious."

Lewis didn't say anything. Was this man the person who had been funding Dr. Denman? His heart pounded at the thought. If so, he had essentially just been bought by him. Everything he had gone through was because of this person.

"Don't scowl at me like that, young man, or you won't get any dinner." His tone was sharp and Lewis knew his threat was serious.

"Who are you?" Lewis tried to not sound as indignant as he felt.

"I am Sir Henry Briston, boy. But you can call me sir." His English accent was heavy on his name.

Right then Lewis could think of many other things he wanted to call this man, none of them 'Sir.' He pushed aside his rude thoughts and focused. The man was dressed in a silk, cream colored robe that ended mid-calf. It was tied at his waist by a deep maroon sash. His shirt underneath was a simple whit collared shirt with the top button undone. Around his neck was tied a barely yellow scarf that was tucked under his collar in a regal fashion. His face was clean shaven except for a white goatee, and he was bald. Lewis decided he definitely looked like a man who was rich enough to have this kind of set up in his home.

The man had been examining Lewis simultaneously. He cleared his throat and smiled. "I was worried that Linda wouldn't keep to her word. She finds you quite the modern marvel, you know. If I had let her she would study you the rest of her life, I'm sure."

Lewis didn't respond. He already knew all about Denman's intentions.

"There is one thing, to my disappointment, that she has yet been able to figure out." Sir Briston massaged his goatee in thought. "It seems that in all her discoveries, she has been unable to discover what made you the way you are."

His pulse quickened as Lewis broke eye contact and stared at the water below him. "Like I told her, I have no idea how this happened."

The man scowled and made a 'harrumphing' sound. "She may believe such foolishness, but I am a man of experience. "Your lie is evident on your face. You know exactly how this happened." He stood up from his chair and walked across the grate towards Lewis. "I want to make a few things clear." He knelt down and Lewis could smell tobacco and whisky on the man's breathe as his face was inches from his own.

"Firstly, you are now my property. I own you and have complete control of your life. You can try to resist or defy me, but I am ready to enforce any measure to ensure that you behave the way I see fit." Malice shown in his eyes as he stared Lewis down. "I also know all about your little group of friends. If you want them to join you then, by all means, continue to lie to me."

He stood back up. "I only make you one promise. You give me everything I want, and I will leave them alone."

Lewis stared at his captor. He was giving him the same ultimatum Dr. Denman had given him and he was smart enough to not believe him either. He had spent these last two months trying to protect his friends. Maybe Denman had had no way to enact on her threat, but Lewis knew that this man did. But he had to start trusting at this point that his friends could take care of themselves. He had good reason to believe that what was happening to him was probably happening to them too. Glaring at the man he slipped back into the water. Like a dart he swam to the bottom of the aquarium. He would give this man nothing. He trusted his friends. They would be okay. They had tricked Denman once before. He hoped they would be able to defeat Sir Henry Briston when the time came.

The clanging noise sound above him again and he looked up to see the grate closed. He sank deep into the sand and closed his eyes. His stomach rumbled painfully at his hunger and tried to ignore it. He would not give in anymore. Fitfully he drifted into a half sleep, images of Cleo in danger dominating his dreams.

-h-2-o-

Bella, Will, Emma, Ash and Rikki all huddled in Cleo's room. Cleo sat on her bed, rubbing her hands to try to relieve the awkward tension in the air.

"What happened again?" Rikki had her arms crossed over her chest.

Everyone nodded. The news was hard to swallow.

"I was in the bath, trying to relax. When I went to grab the soap that's when I saw it." Cleo held up her hands.

Rikki grabbed one and looked at it. It looked completely, boringly normal.

"You said your hands were webbed?" Will clenched his own hands, wondering what that would feel like.

"I know it sounds crazy, but I know what I saw." Cleo jerked her hand from Rikki's grasp. "It was really thin and copper colored, like my tail."

"Was it between every finger?" Bella couldn't picture it.

"No. It only went between a few fingers, and it was really small." She pointed between her pinkies and ring fingers." But it was there. It felt so weird."

Everyone grew silent again. It wasn't like her friends doubted her; they all just didn't know what to think. In turn, Cleo was freaking out. She had been so shocked to see the webbing that she'd splashed water all over the bathroom floor. It had taken forever to dry off and then to make sure the floor was dry before she could safely make it back to her room.

"So, what does that mean for us?" Bella gestured to her and Will. "Are we going to grow webbing too?" Her voice sounded scared.

"None of us know. That's the problem." Rikki flopped on the bed next to Cleo. "Ms. Chatam's legend didn't mention any of this."

"And I still haven't found anything online that can help." Emma frowned. "We've just got to keep taking it all one day at a time."

Will shook his head. "For how long? I don't think we'll be able to hold out like you think. Just look at the toll it's taking on us just trying to avoid water. Bella is getting sick, and I keep waking up every hour at night because I'm so thirsty." Will shook his head again.

Ash finally spoke up. "Then what would you rather do?"

The question hung in the air like a pink elephant in the room. What other choice did they have? Giving n meant taking twenty treacherous steps off the cliff of the unknown. None of them knew what was waiting for them at the bottom.

"It's hard, but we can't give in. School ends next week." Cleo pulled her study guides from her book bag. "Let's all just try to focus on that."

Once again everyone nodded. Together they were going to try to get through this. What other choice did they have?

-h-2-o-

The gang staid at Cleo's house for a couple hours, trying to work on their revisions. Ash had left early, needing to go home and pack. He left in less than five days and he still had so much to organize. While they were all able to laugh and joke a little, most of the time had been spent in somber silence. Rikki had been the one to bravely bring up the subject of the service for Lewis the following evening. Will and the girls agreed they would go together. Cleo had been adamant that she would only go to support Lewis's mum. Going didn't mean that she had given up on him.

Now it was late and Cleo was getting ready for bed. She had wanted to take another bath after such a long night of studying, but then she thought about her hands. Would they be worse if she changed again? The thought made her shudder and she had changed into her jim-jams without another thought. As she climbed under her covers her thoughts focused on Lewis. She imagined him as his happy, human version. She didn't like to think about how miserable he was before he disappeared, or about how miserable he might be now. Picturing him happy and smiling was the only way to keep from crying.

She didn't remember falling asleep, but her hacking cough woke her up. Glancing at her clock she was exhausted seeing she had only gotten three hours of sleep. Coughing again she stumbled towards the bathroom, filling a cup with water and downing it as quick as she could. In the mirror her eyes were blood shot and her hair was a mess. And her skin! She scratched aimlessly at her itchy arms. He skin was flaky and she felt like she was made out of sand paper. Sighing in frustration she turned on the bath, slipped out of her clothes, and relaxed into the warm water.

As her long copper and orange tail stretched out in front of her, Cleo couldn't help but smile. Growing her tail felt like a nice big stretch. The hot water steamed around her and Cleo laid her head back, soaking in the tantalizing sensation. For a moment she could forget about her worries and heavy sadness.

And, again – quite by accident, Cleo drifted to sleep.

**Cliff hanger! …ish. The votes are in for the contest on who should find out about Cleo: Kim, Sam or Don. The winner is…. *drum roll please!* … the one who got the most votes! Lol, I can't just give it to you guys like that. Stick around for the next chapter for one of the biggest plot twists yet! Happy reading!**


	12. Drop by Drop

**GUESS WHAT!? New chapter! Please forgive me for how long this took to get up. I just started at Uni and it's been crazy with all my classes as I'm delving deeper into my major. I've had to expend energy elsewhere and this lovely has been sadly ignored. But it is not forgotten, I promise you that. The next chapter may take a little while to get posted as well, but it will be coming along.**

**Thank you to all who have reviewed, faved and sent me messages during the last month. Each of them are read and appreciated, and they really do motivate me to keep writing.**

**Without further ado, please enjoy this little delight!**

Sam slowly stretched awake in the dim light of her and Don's room. He murmured next to her and she smiled. She loved this life and never regretted the day that she'd said yes to marry Don. Sure, her two step-daughters could be hard to handle at times, but she loved them all the same. With another stretch she pulled the rumpled covers off of her and then padded to the bathroom.

"Sweetie?" Don propped himself on his pillow and stared at his wife. "What are you doing?"

Sam grabbed the bathroom door handle. "I have that early morning meeting to get to. I've set the alarm to wake you up in an hour."

Don smiled. "I remembered about that. But the bathroom plumbing is backed up. I told you last night, but you might have been asleep already."

Sam dropped her hand. "Again? Honey, I think it's time for that remodel we've been talking about."

Laying back down and yawning he nodded his head. "We'll talk about it as a family tonight. We'll have to use the girl's bathroom again in the meantime."

Sighing Sam gathered her bathroom supplies and trudged down the carpeted hallway. The sun was barely coming up and the light filtered in the windows in shades of ambient yellows and pinks. As she got near the bathroom she noticed that the lights were already on, but she couldn't hear any water running. Sam leaned in closer, noticing the door was ajar.

"Cleo? Kim?" Which one of them would be up this early? She glanced down at her watch. She was getting awfully close to running late.

She knocked on the door, pushing it open slightly. A splashing sound came to her ears.

"Sam?" Cleo's drowsy voice echoed to her through the wood.

"Cleo, what are you doing up so early?" She pushed farther on the door.

"DON'T!" Cleo's frantic shout rang out to her and Sam abruptly paused. "I'm in the bath."

"I have to get to a meeting, hun. I hate to do this but I've got to cut in. Can you hurry and wrap a towel around yourself?"

Cleo didn't respond but Sam could hear frantic splashing and the sound of the bath tub draining.

Sam took that as her cue and then opened the door.

Two high pitched screams could be heard across the house.

-h-2-o-

Will sat up in his bed gasping. The sun was just barely streaming in through his window, but his eyes were blurry and dim. His breathe came out in short gasps and he grimaced at the tight pain in his lungs. He could barely breathe. Rolling and staggering out of bed he stumbled to the bathroom and stuck his head under the faucet. The cool water poured over his hair and down his neck. He could almost feel his skin greedily socking up the water to replenish his dry skin. His breathing evened out, just as he felt his body turn to water and he crashed to the ground, knocking his head hard on the floor.

Stars swam in his eyes as he tried to prop himself on his elbows. His breathing came out in gasps again and he lay back to try to calm down. This was not a situation he wanted to be in. He could still hear the water running in the sink, and he knew in a minute it would be pouring over the rim onto him (since he'd had the brilliant idea to plug the drain.) Half thinking he held his hand over the water on his tail and focused on his power. One drop turned to coral and he yelped. Not thinking he had turned the water in his scale to coral as well and now it was growing out of his tail. Grimacing he reached down and yanked it off, grunting in pain as the scale come up with it, leaving raw, bumpy flesh underneath. Not his best idea.

He lay back again and tried to clear his mind. The throbbing in his head and the burning in his lungs slowly subsided – just as the water began to pour over the porcelain sink and onto his body. In quicker time than he thought possible he lay in a puddle on the tiled bathroom floor. Blinking he stared at the wooden ceiling, wondering how he got himself into these situations. He flicked his tail uselessly and sighed. Bella wasn't going to be by for hours and he definitely didn't want his sister seeing him like this. He was going to have to get his legs back by himself somehow. Not for the first time he wished he had Rikki's power.

The thought of turning the water in the sink into coral came to his mind first, but he quickly dismissed it. He didn't have enough control yet to stop the coral from going into the pipes and he couldn't afford to replace his plumbing. He carefully flipped himself onto his stomach, his tail painfully knocking into the cabinetry and the bath tub. Dragging himself out seemed to be the best option. Will winced as he pulled himself forward with his arms, trying to work his tail in a nearly useless worming motion to help. Thirty seconds of pulling and he had to stop for a breath. He repeated the pattern. Ten minutes later and he was a safe distance from the bathroom, squished amongst his tables and covered in dust. He vowed he was going to clean the floor more often after this.

Collapsed in exhaustion he waited for his tail to dry off and then winced as his legs came back – half an hour later. The time frightened Will. Last time he'd taken a bath it had been just over twenty minutes to change back. Were the changes advancing on him more quickly? Why? Bella and he had been so careful to not touch the water more than necessary. They still had a week to go before they were graduated. He feared for the first time that they wouldn't make it.

He was still lying on the floor, thinking, when his cellphone went off. He scrambled towards his bed and answered in raspy hello.

"Will, Cleo just texted us. She says we need to get to the Café as soon as possible." Bella didn't say anything else then hung up.

Will stared at his phone, even more confused. Dread crept from his gut to his chest and made him fill sick. She'd sounded frantic, on the verge of panic. Something bad had happened and Will wasn't sure he was ready for what it could be.

-h-2-o-

Emma stood with Ash at the shoreline, both of them staring out at the ocean. They'd gotten up early to see the sunrise. Three days was all they had left together and Emma was trying to keep it all together. So much was going on in her life and losing Ash was going to take its toll. He'd promised he'd call every day, but she felt in her heart it wasn't going to be the same. Even with the deep connection they had, she didn't know what was going to happen with him gone.

She pushed the thoughts away and leaned back into him. Ash tightened his arms around her and rested his forehead on her shoulder. She smelled like ocean and cherries and he tried to take the sent into the very core of him. He didn't want to leave, but at the same time he felt pulled to go. He loved Emma, but this was the best chance he had at making a future. Unlike Will, he wasn't going to move their relationship anymore forward until he knew that Emma would have a secure future with him. Ash knew that she was the kind of girl that would accept no less.

The surf lapped at the shore lazily with the dissipating waves crashing in the distance. A couple surfers waited at the line up as the swells began to slow with the strength of the sun. Today was going to be full of last minute packing and studying. Emma had so much revision to do to get ready for her tests next week. And then there was the vigil for Lewis that evening. It felt wrong to her to be going, as she knew that Cleo believed he was still out there somewhere. But Cleo said she was going to be there so she was too, to support her dear friend.

A few minutes later Emma's pocket buzzed. Ash loosened his arms as she reached into her pocket. What was she Cleo doing up this early? She was so tired lately Emma thought she would have taken any chance to sleep in. She tapped open the text and gasped.

"Ash!" She showed him the screen and she heard him curse under his breath.

"Why the heck does she want us to go to the café?" He dropped his arms and kicked the dirt. "Should we go to her house instead?"

Emma shook her head. "It's our emergency meeting spot. She'll have sent this to Rikki and Bella too. We go there and lock down until we get the clear."

Without another word she tugged on his arm and they raced back up the sand dunes and towards Rikki's Café.

Half way there and out of breathe Rikki caught up to them.

"What do we do?" She looked panicked as she looked around. "Have you heard from Bella or Will?"

Emma shook her head as they jogged. "I'm sure they'll get there. When does the café open today?"

"It's not." Rikki glanced down at her phone. "I texted my staff as soon as I got the text and told them I was hosting a private event and they could have the day off."

Ash nodded. "What about Zane and Sophie? Don't they sometimes pop their heads in?" He gripped his side as a cramp started.

"We'll deal with that if we have to." Rikki shook her head. She seriously hoped they wouldn't have to.

Will showed up to the café a few minutes after everyone else. Bella had beaten the others there and had been waiting outside the doors, pacing, when Ash, Emma and Rikki had shown up panting from their run.

They were all inside, sitting at a table, silently staring at their phones, waiting for an update from Cleo.

"We should be there, instead of hiding like cowards." Bella couldn't keep her knee from bouncing in agitation.

"And just put ourselves in the same situation? We don't know how her family is going to react." Ash gripped Emma's hand.

"Especially Kim. She's been suspicious of us all since day one." Rikki shook her head. "Cleo's got to handle this. We agreed to keep the rest of the gang a secret if this ever happened to one of us."

Will sighed. "This is going to get on the news and people are going to put the pieces together. We're going to have to go into hiding."

Bella rubbed her fiancés back. "Cleo won't let that happen. We have to trust that she'll think of a way to get her family to accept it."

"But they're still going to put all the pieces together." Ash felt the realization sink in. "Even if they don't tell anyone else, they essential know about all of us now. Kim's not going to believe that Cleo's the only one, even if Cleo says that."

"Do you think she'll try to expose us?" Bella felt her panic grow. "Would she?"

Rikki shook her head. "What if she tells Eliot, Emma? She convinced him we were mermaids once before."

Emma felt her fake calm begin to crack. "He would tell me before our parents." Her voice was shaky.

"And then you'll deny it and he'll look for proof too and then you're parents will find out." Rikki was rambling now.

"That's not going to happen." Emma took a deep breath. "We all just need to calm down and wait. Cleo will let us know what we need to do."

A heavy, anxious silence fell over them.

Will cleared his throat. "What happens if the worst happens? What's the plan?"

Emma hung her head. "The worst. We swim for Mako."

When they'd first made the plan that hadn't been a problem. But now they all knew that for Will and Bella, even Cleo, it was the worst decision. It could mean the end of land life for them. They were officially trying to stay afloat will swimming in quick sand.

-h-2-o-

Kim stood next to Don and Sam as the three of them stared at Cleo, who was unceremoniously sprawled out on the floor, a towel twisted around part of her tail. The silence that filled the small bathroom was harsh and deafening.

Tears ran down Cleo's face as she tried to look anywhere but at her family. This had to be a nightmare. She was asleep in bed and she was just having a really bad dream. Blinking she cried harder as the reality of what was really happening continued to sink in. She grappled her phone off the tub siding and sent out her pre-saved S.O.S text that they'd all made. She had thought it was a silly idea at the time but now she was bitterly thankful for Emma's foresight.

She placed her phone down and dragged herself towards the tub and propped herself up into a sitting position next to it. The towel lay discarded at her side as she turned her head away from the looks of confusion, fear and shock that her family showed her way.

Finally Don took a tentative step forward, Sam's hand gripped in his own.

"Cleo?"

Cleo sobbed and felt her tears fall more quickly. He sounded scared.

Sam let go of Don's hand and rushed over to Cleo's side. "Cleo, hey…" She placed a hand on her wet shoulder, not sure where to look.

Don snapped out of his shock and joined his wife and daughter. "Cleo, stop crying love."

Cleo turned her head and tried to choke back the tears. "I'm sorry." Her tail twitched in agitation and both Sam and Don scooted back in shock.

"Cleo, what is this?" Don stared down at the strange copper and orange colored fish tail that was somehow connected to his daughter.

When Sam had first yelled for him and he'd seen Cleo lying on the floor, he'd thought she had fallen while wearing some costume. It'd only taken him a few eye blinks to realize the fish tail was real. Don worked with fish every day; it was his livelihood. He knew what a fish tail moved like and looked like. And what was twitching on his daughter was definitely fish.

Sam, with awe and apprehension brushed her fingers across where Cleo's knee normally was. The scales that she touched were bumpy and slick. And real. She jerked her hand back and looked up to see the hurt on Cleo's face.

"It's a fish tail, dad." Cleo looked down, her arms wrapped around her in a defensive position.

"I knew you were a fish!" Kim yelled from near the door. "Didn't I say before that she was a fish?"

Don glanced back at his other daughter. "You're sister is not a fish." But then he glanced at Cleo.

She finally looked up and met his gaze. "Not a fish dad… a mermaid."

Sam gasped and sat back fully. "A…" Sam shook her head.

Don gave a startled half laugh. "This is some sort of joke, right?" That had to be it. He must be tired at just thinking the tail was real.

Cleo shook her head and flicked her tail a few times. It was obvious from the way it moved that it wasn't legs in a costume. And then there was the fact that at her waist the skin and scales melted together seamlessly. She shook her head again.

"No, dad. Not a joke. Maybe a long time ago I had wished it had been, but it's not." Cleo wiped the tears from her face, where a few more replaced them.

"A long time ago?" Sam still sat, staring at the glinting scales. In a way, the tail suited Cleo. It looked strange and foreign and she couldn't quite comprehend it being attached to Cleo, but it wasn't hideous. "Cleo, how long have you had a…" Sam couldn't finish the sentence out loud.

"A fish tail? You mean how long have I been a mermaid." Cleo grimly corrected her without looking for a reply to her flat question. She looked away again, trying to clear the shake out of her voice by shaking her head.

Don shook his own head, thought better of it, and then nodded slowly in reply to Cleo's non-question.

Cleo took a deep breath, wiped her remaining tears, and looked at her dad and step-mom. "A little less than four years."

"Four years?!" Don hollered, stood up and backed away. "You've been a mermaid for four years?!" He ran his hands over his head. The information trying to assimilate itself in his mind. The more he thought about it other little things occurred to him. Her sudden being in love with water, but avoiding it at the same time. All the times she and her friends had acted strange and made weird excuses.

Wait, her friends…

"Cleo, are Emma, Rikki and Bella…" he shook his head vigorously. "How many are there?"

Cleo's eyes grew in shock. How had her dad put the pieces together so quickly?

"Her friends?" Sam looked back at Don then back at Cleo. "The four of you are all mermaids?"

Cleo shook her head. "Nnn..ooo…" she stammered slightly. "It's just me. They know, but they've been helping me to keep it a secret."

"That's a lie." The hissed and vehement sentence came from Kim, who the other three had completely forgotten was there. She stood just inside the door, a shaking finger pointed at the creature that was her sister.

"I've been watching you Cleo. You're weird and so are your friends. They're just like you. I don't know how, but the four of you are some secret mermaid freak cult."

"Kim!" Don stared at his daughter.

"Look at her dad! She has scales and webbing and who knows what else!" Kim crossed her arms and stood defiantly.

Aghast Cleo stared down at her hands. Sure enough the webbing was back, and there was more of it this time. Instead of just a little bit between a few fingers, the webbing now covered up to her last finger joint on every finger on both hands. And then she noticed the discomfort on her back. Her heart beat rapidly as she gingerly stretched an arm back around. At first all she felt was a few smattering of scales…and then she found the fin. It was perhaps only an inch high at its tallest point, but it stretched from the base of her neck to where her tail met at the dip in her back. She dropped her arm to her side and tried to catch her breath. The thought that she was much more fish than human at this point kept replaying through her head.

An unsettling silence permeated the bathroom as Cleo's family stared at her and took everything in about her. There was no denying all the things about her that they had never seen before.

Sam finally spoke up. "Cleo, you're a mermaid, that much is clear. But I don't agree with Kim," she turned and gave her younger step-daughter a pointed look to keep her mouth still, "you're not a freak. Something unexplainable, definitely. But we still love you."

Don sat next to his wife in front of his daughter and grabbed Cleo's hand. "You have a lot to explain Cleo before I'm going to be completely comfortable with this, but Sam is right. I wish you had felt all those years ago that you could tell me about this. It would have explained so much. Regardless, I love you Cleo. I want to know though, how did this happen?"

Cleo felt tears in her eyes. They weren't comfortable with her, but they didn't hate her. Except maybe Kim, who sulked in the doorway and shot glares of distrust and mischief her way.

Knowing that she might not have much time left with her family, Cleo decided it was time that they knew everything. She took a deep breath. "It's a really long story, and the ending isn't something you're going to like."

Don frowned and gripped Cleo's hand tighter. "Ending?"

Cleo gave him a grim look and then without further delay, jumped into her tale.

**So, what did ya think? I'm sorry it's short than the last couple, but I hope it will tide you over for a little bit. The ending of the story is coming, sorry to say. I've got the workings of it forming in my mind. There will be at least 3, maybe 4 chapters. 5 if I feel it is necessary. I promise a fantastic ending, though, so don't be disheartened.**

**As always, reviews are love! See ya on the flip side!**


	13. Running Out

**Hey lovelies! So this has been sitting on my computer for a bit. I finally have time to upload it! Another chapter will be coming along shortly as I am on Holiday break for a month or so. Wanted it to be longer, but I thought it would be best to include what I was thinking about in the next chapter. Anywho, enjoy!**

Cleo sat on her bed cross-legged. She was dressed in a simple white sun-dress and held a picture of Lewis in her hands. Her eyes brimmed with tears as her mind spiraled with the events of the day that she had already experienced and what she still had to go and do.

Her family knew her secret. Not only that, but she had told them everything about her. Everything. She stared at her hands as she held the precious image of Lewis. The webbing was gone, but her hands felt tingly and constricted. And her legs were itching like crazy. Falling asleep in that bathtub had been a horrible mistake. It had taken almost an hour for her change back. She knew that part had freaked out her dad and Sam almost more than anything.

All in all, they were taking it well. Sure, she was banned from the ocean and any other body of water for the rest of forever, but they trusted her enough to go to Lewis's memorial. Kim was having issues with it, still muttering words of 'freak' and 'monster' under her breathe every time they passed in the hall. Cleo worried that she was going to tell Eliot or try to sell her to the news.

But there was so much she was thinking about, that worry fell low on her priority list. She had to trust that her dad wouldn't let Kim sell her out. They still loved her, and for that she couldn't have been more grateful. Were they freaking out? Yes, but they at least hadn't locked her in her room.

Her phone buzzed on the bed next to her and she spied the text from Emma. She'd called the gang after things had calmed down and explained that her family knew everything. Yes, she'd explained, everything. Emma was now texting that she was on her way so they could walk to the beach together for the memorial. The others would meet them there.

Cleo felt the tears spill down her cheeks. In her gut it felt so wrong to be going. She hadn't had a dream of Lewis or any news from him. Her heart broke every time she thought of him out there somewhere probably being experimented on. But she had no leads or proof of it. Cleo knew that some of her friends thought that Lewis was actually gone. Shaking her head vigorously, she had to dismiss that thought again. She would know if Lewis was dead…wouldn't she?

Sniffing she stood from the bed, leaving the picture behind, and trudged out into the hall and down the stairs, ready to face the hardest part of her day.

-h-2-o-

Ms. Chatam stood on the dock outside of Rikki's Café, staring up at the slowly darkening sky. Twilight was on its way and it was her favorite part of the day. It was when the ocean was in such a wonderful stage of transition and activity. The waves rolled and the fish took on a feverish action as they swam into their depths for the oncoming night. It was also when predators tended to be most fierce. And not just in the ocean, she knew. Ms. Chatam needed to worn her young friends, but something held her back. Fate was working hard against them and she didn't know if she should be helping them to fight back or instigate it along.

Decisions, decisions. Ms. Chatam wrapped her ocean colored shawl about her shoulders as a cool breeze caressed her back and tossed her hair. Tonight was going to be interesting.

-h-2-o-

The beach was strangely quiet with the amount of people gathered at the shoreline. Cleo felt the tears brim to her cheeks again as she stared at all the people who had gathered to remember Lewis. He had been so involved in everything and a good friend to so many people. As she and her friends made their way through the crowd she heard words of condolences. Cleo wanted to throw their words back at them, insisting that Lewis was still out there.

Emma, Rikki and Bella crowded around her was the only thing keeping her grounded and from breaking into a fit of hysteria. Cleo spotted Lewis's family at the shoreline and she gave Lewis's mom a hug. His mom wrapped her in shaking arms as she gasped into her hair. His brothers stood by looking grave and drawn. Lewis had been the youngest of the three and his two older brothers looked a bit lost without him around.

After a few minutes Ms. McCarthy released Cleo and looked into her eyes.

"Oh dear, you were so good for him." Tears streamed down the older woman's cheeks. "He loved you so much. I just knew after school that the two of you were going to spend the rest of forever together."

That did Cleo in. She burst into tears and collapsed to her knees. All the tears and hurt and uncertainty she had been feeling for the last two months since she had lost Lewis poured out of her. She felt her friends gather around her, and then her family was there, along with Lewis's. So much love but she still felt this gaping hold inside. Was he really gone?

The sun slowly sunk towards the horizon as candles were passed out to the swelling crowd. The lap of the waves was their background as the sky lit with brilliant shades of pink and orange. Cleo dragged herself to her feat, grabbing a candle, watching the ocean she loved and hated.

One by one the crowd filed towards the mound of flowers, pictures and mementos that created a pile where the waves ebbed. A lantern hung nearby and each person would light their candle and press it into the sand around the pile. As the crowd came forward they were forced to move back as the rows of candles grew.

The gang and Lewis's family went and then Cleo, last of all. She stared desperately at the candle in her hand. So many emotions tore through her in a tumult that threatened to sink her into a depth of despair she didn't know if she would be able to recover from. She gazed at the pictures of Lewis at her feet. His bright smiling face with those intelligent and kind eyes. The smile that could make her knees wobble and create wonderful butterflies in her stomach.

The candle hung, unlit, at her side as she watched the sun make its final descent. The flickering candles created a soft halo of light around her, giving the scene an ethereal feeling as she watched the horizon for a final hope. A tiny boat bobbed off in the waves in the distance, but there was no flash of a blue tail or any other sign that Lewis was out there.

Letting go she lit the final candle and then sank into the sand, her white dress flaring upon the ground. Feeling her heart clench and break into a million unfixable pieces she placed her candle among the others. The sun sank below the horizon and the crowd slowly began to melt away. The candles flickered and one by one burned out while Cleo continued to sit there in silence, staring at the ocean. It had given her so much, but now it seemed it had taken everything from her. And it wasn't done. She only had maybe a week left as a human and then she knew that she would be joining the ocean permanently.

Cleo didn't know how long she had been sitting there for when she felt a warm hand on her shoulder. Slightly startled she looked up and was surprised to see Ms. Chatam. The old lady sat down next to her, wrapping an arm around her shaking shoulders.

"My darling mermaid, your heart is broken."

Cleo, drained and numb inside, simply nodded her agreement.

Silence stretched between the two as the stars twinkled behind the meandering and wispy clouds in the inky sky overhead.

Ms. Chatam took a deep breathe, breathing in the intoxicating scent of the ocean at night, the palm trees making whispering sounds in her ears. She knew what she needed to do. The real questions was if Cleo was able to make the sacrifice she was about to ask of her.

"As the swaying trees whisper, the oceans respond in kind."

Cleo shook her head. "I don't want riddles Ms. Chatam." Cleo felt a red hot anger swell in her chest.

"It's not a riddle dear. It's destiny."

Cleo jumped to her feet, startling her older friend. "Destiny?!" She screeched the word out through clenched teeth. "What of it?! I want nothing more to do with this! The one thing that I thought I could always trust, being a mermaid, has turned against me and my friends! It has taken the boy I thought I would love forever. Why should I listen to your horrid riddles about destiny?!"

Ms. Chatam gaped at the young mermaid. So much anger and hurt!

"Cleo, love, calm…calm." She held up her hands in a soft sitting motion. "Listen to what an old mermaid has to say. Let your heart heal for a second."

Cleo burst into tears. "The only thing that can heal my heart is what broke it in the first place, but everyone believes he is gone!"

Ms. Chatam gave her a small, warm smile. "My dear Cleo, since when did you ever get anything good by listening to the noisy voices around you? You have always been strongest when you have looked inside, deep into your heart and listened to yourself."

Cleo's voice was raspy and soft when she finally replied. "But my heart feels empty. How can I listen to something that I don't think is working anymore?" She collapsed next to Ms. Chatam. "What do I do?"

"Like I said dear; as the swaying trees whisper, the oceans respond in kind. When one true heart yearns, dreams can be your guide." Ms. Chatam gently cupped Cleo's face so she could look at her. There was so much despair in those eyes that she knew she had to do this. This would be a way for her to allow destiny to be followed, but her heart as well.

"I have something to give you. Something I found while researching and discovering. I've had it for a while and hoped one day it would be of use." Ms. Chatam dropped her hands and dug gently into the pocket of her over gown.

"If I give this to you Cleo, you have to follow destiny. It may be painful and you may find more hurts along the way, but it will all work out. Do you trust me on this?"

Cleo stared out at the ocean again. Did she trust Ms. Chatam? What else was she to do?

"And what is my destiny?" Her voice shook as she asked.

"Why, dear, don't you know? You are to be a strength to your friends and to this world. For one so young you have learned so much. You and your friends will do so much good for this troubled planet. But you need your Lewis to be able to do so."

Ms. Chatam opened her hand. On her palm rested a small silver ring. It looked like a mermaid tail that wrapped around so the fin met the base. On the base sat a gorgeous pale blue stone that seemed to glow softly in the moonlight overhead. Immediately Cleo felt drawn to it. Her fingers crept towards it and she lifted it carefully to examine it closer.

"What is it?"

"From what I could find, it's a moon ring. That stone is a very refined version of the stones in the necklaces Bella made for you. It has the power to store moonlight and use it to your will." Ms. Chatam smiled. "It is magic, Cleo. It has guided me to help you and your friends and now you need it more than me."

"Magic?" Cleo would have been skeptical if she hadn't been a mermaid and hadn't been able to feel the gentle power that pulsed out of the stone.

"Yes dear. Use it to find Lewis. You and your friends need to go get him. And when you have succeeded, you will be able to use the ring to embrace life to the fullest." Ms. Chatam placed the ring on Cleo's finger and smiled.

"Lewis is out there?" Cleo could barely whisper. She had known it but she had almost given up that sliver of hope.

"Of course dear. Now take your friends and go find him." Ms. Chatam stood up and walked away before Cleo could say more.

Cleo sat there, stunned, confused and with her emotions in another uncontrollable tumult. As she thought of Lewis the ring on her finger seemed to glow brighter. It was going to lead her to him! She jumped from the sand in a run and chased up the beach. She had to get the others. There was no time to lose!

In the shadows of the palm trees a figure watched the exchange between the two women and listened closely to the revelations. Pieces were beginning to fall into place and understanding crept into the viewer's mind. It all made sense now. And now she could get what she wanted. Life was about to get a whole lot better for her. But she was going to need help. She thought back to who she hadn't seen that night and knew in a way that he would help. Oh, yes. Everything was coming full circle. She was going to need to be quick if everything was going to work.

**Cliff hanger! Enjoy them because there are only a few more left! Reviews are love, and now would be the time for ya'll to let me know if there's anything you want to see happen before the end. Happy Swimming!**


	14. Breathe In and Breathe Out

**Hey People! Here is another lovely chapter for ya'll, and it's a long one! Things are starting to move forward a bit more and we see a bit more of Lewis in this chapter. Enjoy!**

**As always, I do not own H2O or its characters. But I think I may have insomnia…**

Lewis didn't know the day. Actually, he didn't know much of anything these days. His schedule worked according to Sir Henry Briston's and, from what he could tell, that was erratic at best. Within a few days of being in the aquarium he had lost all track of time. He simply slept when exhausted and begrudgingly ate when food appeared for him.

His resolve to not cooperate with his captor had dissolved after a meager 24 hours. Being a full merman he found that there were some instincts he now had that could not be ignored. One was a predatory nature. The fish that swam around him had suddenly started looking tasty. When he'd chased one down and held it in his webbed hands, he knew that he needed food, which meant cooperating. But what Briston wanted in return made him cringe. And now he hated himself for how he had betrayed his friends.

His stomach had been ready to eat itself when he'd heard the grate above him open again. Lewis hadn't even hesitated to swim to the surface and pull himself up onto the metal meshing that covered the aquarium top. There Briston had sat, smug in his chair in a deep blue over robe over his sleep ware and house slippers of the same color. On a table beside him sat a platter of sushi and lobster. Lewis had felt some seeming switch in his brain go off as he suddenly found he was dragging himself across the rough mesh, his tail wriggling behind him, to get to the food.

"Young man, control yourself." The harsh, deep words had been enough to stop him.

But just barely. Lewis had lain there, breathing hard as his gills flared in the open air. He was a mere two feet from the man in front of him and completely helpless. What was going on with him? It seemed that all the time in the water had started to addle his brain for sure this time. His focus remained on the platter of food as Sir Henry Briston began to speak to him.

"If you want this," he had gestured casually to the table, "you have some things to give me first."

Lewis pulled his eyes to the man's face. "What kind of things?" His voice was already becoming hoarse from overexposure to the direct oxygen intake.

The grin on Briston's face could only have been described as sinister. Lewis's stomach had clenched and immediately he'd felt the need to be back in the water and hidden among the tall plants. He'd tried to back up and yelped as the mesh pulled at his scales and fin. He'd tried to pull himself around in a U-turn but couldn't bend his waist well enough without running into Briston in the process.

"I want your secrets, Lewis. Those things you wouldn't tell Linda. We'll start simple: how did you become a merman?"

Lewis collapsed on the meshing. He couldn't tell. He wouldn't tell. If it meant drying out on the mesh, then that was the price he paid to protect his friends and their only safe place in the world. He had clamped his mouth shut and started pushing himself backwards towards the opening he'd swum from. He'd felt blood as he bit on his tongue as scales were ripped off in his efforts. He'd made it three inches when the first piece of sushi was waved in front of his nose.

Briston had knelt on the mesh in front of him, sushi pierced by a fork held in his fingers. The smell overrode all thought of escape and Lewis had lunged for the fork. He'd almost had his mouth closed around it when it had been yanked back as Briston stood. Lewis grabbled for the older man's feet, trying to trip him up to get to the fish. The man had simply taken two steps back and put the food down on the plate.

Then the shock came. From a pocket in his robe Briston had pulled out and extended some sort of cattle prod, complete with an electric current. The tip had touched Lewis's right shoulder and he'd hollered in pain as the electricity coursed through his system. He'd writhed in pain from the quick tap and felt his gills pulsing rapidly for air. He'd barely been able to breathe.

For the first time Lewis had feared for his life. He'd felt out of control of his body and behavior and of the situation he was in. Why had he let himself get so far from the water? Why had he so badly tried to go for the fish? Sobs of frustration had seeped out with the pain.

"Tell me Lewis, and the fish is yours."

Lewis had protested against his brain, but it was muddled. The words seeped from his lips before he could stop them.

"The moon pool."

He had gasped at his own words and glared up with pure hatred at the human in front of him. Briston had taken the fork with the sushi and tossed it at him. Lewis's reaction had been instant and primal as the fork was discarded and the raw fish was in his mouth before he knew what had happened. His stomach had clenched as the food made its way down his throat.

The next ten minutes had been the worst ten minutes of his life as his body and mind betrayed him. The taste of food overrode the logical part of his brain, the part that remembered that he had vowed to never tell the secrets he and his friends shared. All Briston had to do was hold up a piece of sushi, maybe give him a slight prod with the cattle rod, and he told him exactly how he and his friends had become merpeople.

Looking back he guessed he'd been out of the water around 15 minutes when his gills had started to fail him. He'd gasped for air as his gills shriveled from the overdose of oxygen and black spots appeared in his vision. From out of nowhere two men had grabbed his wrists and tail and lugged him back to the water, letting him drop in through the hole unceremoniously.

The water had wrapped around him as he sunk to the substrate bottom below him. His body twitched from the shocks he had endured and his stomach had still rumbled. He'd claimed only a couple pieces of fish as his prize. His gills worked in over drive to pull oxygen from the water around them, rehydrating in the process. As the water covered him, his brain placed itself back in order and he'd felt in control again. Just in time for all the guilt to come crashing down around him.

It had been five days since that incident and Briston hadn't bothered him sense then. A cooked lobster or small baggie of sushi would sparingly be dropped into the aquarium and he would dash to grab it before one of the small sharks got to it. In those moments he would struggle to retain his rational thinking as his own predator side came to the front. He could only speculate that if he wasn't so hungry he wouldn't react in such an animalistic way. But that was a theory he wouldn't be able to figure out for a while. Briston seemed to want to keep him on edge.

Each day since then, he'd played over all that he'd told his captor. How the moon affected them, what had happened to him on the blue moon, how his girlfriend and her friends had changed… all the secrets he had vowed to never tell – and had.

And he hated himself for it. Out of all the things in his life that were no longer reversible, that was the worst. He could handle being a merman, but not betraying his friends. It made him a traitor and a coward. He now had no desire to escape, because he didn't want to go home. He could never face Cleo or the others again, knowing what he had done. If he ever did somehow, miraculously, get out, he would disappear into the ocean and never be seen again. It broke his heart knowing that what he and Cleo had was over. He just couldn't imagine facing her. The visions and the dreams he had of their future floated away from him as he swam in circles.

Endless, depressing laps around his tank became his life as he succumbed to what he was. Briston didn't bother him as he had what he wanted for the time being, and the two men who he'd seen earlier maintained the tank without bothering him. He was a fish on private display and now he felt he deserved no better.

-h-2-o-

Cleo dashed home after the eulogy, eager to tell her friends about the moon ring and the plan that was slowly forming in her mind. She pushed open her front door and stopped to see Sam and her dad talking in hushed tones on the couch. Before they stopped and looked at her, she'd heard her name.

"Hey, honey." Her dad looked at her with an awkward smile. "How are you?"

Cleo's heart dropped. Why had they been talking about her?

"I'm fine, considering." She twiddled her fingers. "What are you two talking about?" She crossed her arms over her chest in agitation.

Sam stood up, rubbing her hands on her pant legs. "Things that have been on our minds."

Cleo rolled her eyes. "You mean me and what I am."

Don looked uncomfortable as he sat forward on the couch. "We're just worried about you, Hun."

Sam nodded and took a step forward. "We love you, you know that. But we're just having a hard time processing everything."

Cleo cringed. "I didn't accept it all that easy at first either." She looked at her dad. "But it's really a good thing."

Don shook his head and ran his hands through his hair. "You're half fish and you're saying that's a good thing?" Don's voice seemed strained. "And you also told us that it's getting worse!"

Cleo stared at the floor, scuffing her foot on the carpet. She had no response to that part. It was getting worse, daily. And just because she had this moon ring from Ms. Chatam, she didn't know how that was going to help her. She could feel it pulling at her, seeming to urge her towards the water. It was going to help her find Lewis. She just didn't know if that meant giving up her humanity in the process.

Sam stepped closer and put her hand on Cleo's shoulder. "Cleo, we love you. Your father and I just don't want to lose you." She paused and took a calming breathe. "We've been doing some research, trying to find a way to help."

Cleo stepped back. "You can't help. Lewis was always doing research and he found nothing that could change what we were. This isn't science or logic – it's magic."

Don exhaled loudly in exasperation. "There is no such thing!" He stood up and walked over to his daughter. "We're going to fix this and make you better."

Cleo stepped back again, towards the stairs and the direction of her room. "I don't need to be fixed. I'm a mermaid, I've accepted that." She didn't give them the chance to respond as she dashed up the stairs and to the only safe haven she had left.

In her room she sat cross legged on her bed, her pillow clutched tightly in her lap. Her emotions were strained and there was too much going through her head. Her family wasn't as okay as she'd thought. She'd simultaneously said goodbye to Lewis while also finding a hope to find him. The day had been too much for her and she needed a break from it, and against her better judgment she knew of one way to relax.

The tub filled with warm, bubbly water as she relaxed her tired body into it. It took only seconds for her form to shimmer and change. This time she took careful stock of what had changed and how far everything was progressing. The webbing between her fingers was still up to the last knuckle and now had the same copper tint as her fin. She felt around to her back, which was pressed uncomfortably against the porcelain tub. The fin that had only been an inch high was now more rigged and prominent, stretching from the base of her neck to where her skin and tail blended together – at least three inches tall between her shoulder blades at the highest point.

And then there was the odd stretching on her ribs. She looked down and gasped to see three long scratch-like marks on each side of her chest, snuggled between where her rib bones were. Gills?! She gasped in shock and then worked to calm her breathe. They didn't move and were only surface marks, but she could only guess that would change after a few more dips in the water. She flicked her tail in the bubbles and then grabbed her phone to put her earbuds in. She was only going to stay in the water for a little bit. That's all the time she could afford.

One song played, and then her phone moved onto the next. Her heart skipped a beat at the tune – it was her and Lewis's song. As she listened the moon ring on her finger began to tingle and a dream-like vision appeared before her eyes. A scene with Lewis in an aquarium lay before her. He looked thin and sallow, like he was starving and hadn't seen the sun in a long time. The changes she could see broke her heart. His gills flared open and closed as he swam around. His movements were fluid and languid, his too long hair streaming from his face. How long had he been like that?

Her vision seemed to pull out away from the tank and she felt herself pull out of the walls so she could see where she was. The place was a mansion with wide lawns, gardens and fencing. She tried to look around to get a feel of the landscape, trying to understand what she was seeing. But no matter how hard Cleo tried, she couldn't figure it out.

The images faded and Cleo found herself still in the bathtub, her phone moving onto another song. Tears filled her eyes as she thought of how Lewis had looked. Why was he so thin? How was she supposed to find that aquarium? Or that mansion? She heard herself sob and then the bathroom door creaked open.

"Cleo, can I come in?" Sam's head poked around the door.

Nodding, Cleo pulled the ear buds out of her ears and tried to sit up a bit straighter in the tub. She squirmed a little as her fin hung over the end of the porcelain.

Sam walked in and paused for a moment as she saw Cleo. She took in the orange fish tail and Cleo placing her phone on the sink counter close by. How often had Cleo done this same thing and she and her husband had been unaware? She thought back to all that Cleo had told them. For nearly four years. She still wondered how Don hadn't noticed something earlier. At the same time she was impressed that Cleo had been able to keep such a large and strange secret for so long.

Then Sam saw Cleo's face. It was slightly red and there were tears in her eyes. She was crying! Sam walked over to the tub and knelt.

"Honey? What's wrong?" She placed a hand on her step-daughter's cheek.

Cleo gasped and sobbed again. Her heart hurt from missing Lewis and for having Sam see her so vulnerable like this.

"It's Lewis. I know he's still alive, and I know he's out there and in danger somewhere." She tried not sniffle and she struggled to stop sobbing. "But I don't know how to find him. I was supposed to be there for him always, but I can't do anything." Cleo covered her face with her hands as the tears flowed harder.

Sam's heart broke for Cleo. "Honey, calm down." She pulled back Cleo's hands and held them in her own. "Where did this come from? I thought you had accepted that he's gone."

Cleo shook her head fiercely. "I may have gone to his eulogy, but I know he's still out there."

Pausing, Sam looked at Cleo's face more carefully. She looked so determined. "How do you know?"

Cleo jerked her head up. "What?"

"You sound like you have proof." Sam squeezed Cleo's hands. "How do you know?"

Looking down at the ring on her finger, Cleo pictured what she had just seen. She had told Sam and her dad that magic existed, that it was why she and her friends were part fish and becoming more so. But judging on what she'd just heard of their conversation, they didn't believe her. How could she explain to Sam about the magic ring she now owned because of an ex-mermaid that was supposed to lead her to the other half of her heart?

Sighing and finally feeling the tears stop, she just shrugged. "I just know. If he were really gone, I would feel it. But I feel that he needs me. That he's out there somewhere and needs my help. I just don't know what to do."

Sam glanced down at the ring that Cleo was staring at. It was gorgeous and something she'd never seen her wearing before. Maybe she'd gotten it at the eulogy as a condolence gift. She looked back up at Cleo's face. Unlike her step-daughter, Sam didn't see how Lewis could be alive. He'd just vanished without a trace. The police and water patrol had found nothing. When young people went missing without a trace near water, it usually meant they were lost at sea. It was a heartbreaking story each time, and now it had become personal.

"Cleo," she paused. "I think we need to take you to see a therapist."

Cleo's hands whipped out of hers so quick she was shocked. "What?" She sounded angry.

"You're experiencing a level of grief and loss you never have before. Your father and I think that talking with a therapist would be good for you. Especially because of the stress with your unique situation." Sam looked at her pleadingly. "We don't want to keep seeing you hurt like this. Talking to someone who can help you work through it could be a really good thing."

Cleo shook her head slowly. "No."

"Cleo…"

"I said no. A therapist will just think I'm in denial, just like everyone else." Cleo reached down and pulled the plug on the drain.

They sat there as the sound of draining water swirled around them. Cleo felt cornered and angry. This day had been too long for her, and her bath had been far from relaxing. Her desire to go to the moon pool was so strong at the moment, but it just made her heart hurt more. She couldn't go there. At least, not yet.

"Please, Sam." She looked up at her step-mom. "I don't have the energy for this right now."

The bags under Cleo's eyes and the droop in her shoulders were evident as Sam stood up. "Alright. Please just think about it. We're going to schedule an appointment for the day after your revision next week." Before Cleo could protest she walked out of the bathroom, gently shutting the door behind her.

Cleo lay in the cold tub, the water making its final sucking noises as it drained completely. Swirling her hand she used her power to gather all of the water droplets from the porcelain and off her skin. The ball of water floated in the air, about the size of a basketball, and then she dropped it carefully in the sink. She'd learned how to be creative in her attempts to get dry over the years. Now the waiting game.

The minutes ticked by on the clock as she grew more tired. The exhaustion of the day seemed to hit her and she felt her muscles relax as her eyes drooped. Not even ten minutes later and she was asleep, her tail wriggling slightly in the cool bathroom air.

-h-2-o-

Ash stood outside the airport, His arms wrapped around Emma as they hugged each other tightly. It was early morning and the sun had just come up, dispelling the light fog that had been lingering.

"You promise to call me as soon as you get off the plane?" Emma sounded worried as she snuggled tighter into his arms.

"Of course."

"And you won't forget that tomorrow is a full moon." Her voice was slightly muffled.

"Em," he pulled back just enough to be able to look into her eyes. "It'll be fine."

She gazed into his hazel eyes and nodded. "I have to worry, you know that. It's only your third full moon. The last one didn't turn out so spectacular. Who knows what's going to happen this time."

He laughed a little. "Why worry when we can't control it?"

She glared at him, but with no real anger behind it. He'd always been so good at seeing everything in a more relaxed light. Like just accepting that he was a merman. He took it all so easy.

"Just promise me you'll moon proof everything. We'll open a video chat so we can keep tabs on each other." Emma stepped back and glanced down at his bags.

Ash grabbed her hand and gave it a little squeeze. "We'll be fine, Ems." He gave her a kiss on her cheek and then on her lips.

Together they loaded his bags onto a cart and then stared at each other.

"Be safe." Emma felt a tear form in her eye.

Ash pulled her in tight again and gave her a deeper kiss. "You be safe as well. I'll call in just a few hours."

And then he walked away into the main lobby of the airport.

Emma watched him go, feeling at the same time as if the ground was shifting beneath her. She never realized how much of a strength he had been to her before. But now, as she watched him leave for school, she couldn't help feel as if she was drowning slightly.

Her pocket buzzed and she pulled her phone out.

I LOVE U – Ash

She felt the tears spill over as she read his text. It was going to be so hard without him, but she had her friends to focus on. Emma, sensible as ever, wiped the quick tears away and strengthened her resolve, her shoulders straightening. Ash would be fine, now she had to get back to her friends to make sure they were all going to be okay too.

-h-2-o-

It was the dreaded week of revisions and the gang was slowly falling apart. The full moon had come and gone with nothing out of order. This was a fact that relieved and worried them all simultaneously. While the girls had gotten over the effects of the moon a couple years back, they didn't think that it would be that quick for the guys. Even Ash had been completely fine over their video chat.

Cleo had told them all that night about the moon ring that Ms. Chatam had given her. Bella had been excited and wanted to look at it. Emma had been wary, of course, wondering what kind of effect that was going to have on everything.

Cleo had also told them about the vision she'd seen of Lewis and how he'd looked. She described his appearance and how she'd seen where he was but didn't actually know how to find it.

Will had been the first one to come up with the beginnings of a plan.

"You said that you've been feeling the moon ring pull you towards the water?" Will had looked around at his friends. "Maybe it can lead us in the right direction. If we follow it, you'll recognize when we get to the right place."

"You want to trust the magic to get us there?" Rikki had sounded skeptical. "Maybe it's not the moon ring leading her to the water but all the craziness that is already going on."

"I think we should trust the ring." Bella had handed it back to Cleo. "We're mermaids." She'd glanced back at Will and gave him a shushing look at his protest. "Magic is in our blood. If that ring operates on moon magic, then it's the best shot we've got."

So they'd all decided that they were going to jump off the ledge, so to speak.

Cleo, Bella and Will confirmed that their changes from mer back to human were almost up to an hour. Both Will and Bella had developed the webbing on their hands and the fins on their backs. Bella's gills were almost functional and she was starting to have panic attacks where she felt like she couldn't breathe.

Emma had pointed out that this was probably going to be it for the three of them. If they went to find Lewis, they weren't coming back as human. Only she and Rikki were going to able to really return home.

The five of them had decided that Emma and Rikki were going to be essential in this plan. They were still free to move about on land as they needed to. Cleo didn't know if she, Will and Bella would be able to get out of the water once they reached where Lewis was being held captive. Emma and Rikki were going to be the ones who would have to break him out. Somehow.

Bella apologized to Cleo as they were leaving, feeling guilty that she'd ever doubted that Lewis was still alive. She was ready and willing to help however she could.

Even with their plan formed, it seemed that the world was going to do everything possible to keep them from executing it. It was their last day of testing and then they would leave that night. Bella was having a hard time breathing and her skin was unbelievably itchy. Will wasn't much better, but he kept his worry and panic under control for his fiancé.

Will still hadn't seen Sophie around for at least a week, and none of them had seen Zane. Rikki couldn't shake the feeling that they were planning something. But she had bigger fish to worry about. She'd already told her dad that she was spending the weekend with her friends to celebrate the end of school. Whether she passed her revisions or not, she had the café, which she had managed to keep in business even without Zane. Barely. Her life was going to keep moving on. It was her friends that she was worried about.

Everyone sat in their seats as their last test was administered. All five of them sat near each other, keeping an eye out for anything unusual. Zane was there too, but he kept his distance on the other side of the room. No matter how many times Rikki tried to catch his eye, he never looked at her.

Half way through the test Bella felt herself panic. She was trying her hardest to focus on the paper in front of her, working to fill out the answers. Then her breath started coming out in short gasps. She tried sucking more air into her lungs, but it was like they were deflated. She gasped again and held a hand to her chest. Her lungs were working, but barely. She kept gasping as she tried to concentrate on her test. This had been happening on and off for the last few days. Bella knew the sensation would pass, but it was terrifying while it happened.

Will heard Bella and looked to his left at her. Her eyes were wide and mouth hung open. She was having problems breathing again. Glancing up at the teacher first, who had his head down at his desk, Will reached over and grabbed her hand under her desk. He squeezed it tightly, drawing her attention.

'Are you okay?' He mouthed to her, trying to not react to the panic clearly on her face.

She paused, searching his face and then gasped again, this time seemingly a bit easier. After a moment Bella nodded and gave him a stretched smile. She squeezed his hand and then let go. Will turned back to his own test, now nowhere near focused on what he was supposed to be doing. Just a few more hours, he told himself. And then he and Bella would go with Cleo to find Lewis. He and Bella, he knew for certain, would not be coming back human.

Zane watched Will and Bella out of the corner of his eye. She'd had some sort of panic attack. Personally he thought that Bella simply didn't look well at all. Her skin was thin and flaky, and she looked too thin and bony as she sat in her chair. What was happening to them? Will and Cleo looked to be in a similar state, though not nearly as wan or frail looking. Rikki and Emma seemed completely fine, if not worried by their constant glances over at Bella.

Just looking at them made him sure in his resolve to carry out the plan that he and Sophie had come up with. And that they now had some surprising help with carrying it out. Some small, guilty part of his conscience told him he should just leave them alone – let destiny do whatever it wanted with them. But then he looked at Rikki and his heart hurt. He almost had her. He knew that she had loved him once, but destiny had not been kind to him.

Now he had Sophie. And while she wasn't Rikki, Zane was okay with that. Sophie was ambitious like him. They made a good pair. Rikki may have gotten the café, but he at least had gotten his humanity back. In the last couple of weeks he'd started interning at his father's business. Life was moving forward and looking pretty amazing for him. But he had unfinished business. He couldn't completely move on until he helped his old friends do the same. He and Sophie had gotten some recent, enlightening information. It was time, in his mind and Sophie's, to help the five of his former friends get back to what was really called normal.

-h-2-o-

Will helped Bella walk out of the room as they turned in their tests. A sense of finality hung about them as they stepped into the hallway, soon joined by Cleo, Emma and Rikki. Their classmates streamed around them as they huddled by the drinking fountain. Bella was leaning on Will, trying to stand up straight but feeling her strength faltering.

Will gripped onto her tightly and made his decision. "We'll meet the three of you at Mako. Bella can't do this anymore. We'll see you there at sun down."

The three others solemnly nodded as they watched them go. Cleo felt a sense of dread as she watched them walk down the stairs. This was probably the last time she would see those two as human. Rikki turned to her two best friends and frowned.

"Zane kept giving me odd looks during the test." She folded her arms over her chest. "I can't help shake the feeling that something is up."

Emma nodded. "He's been weird for a while now. Do you think he's been hanging out with Sophie?"

Cleo shook her head. "We can't think about that right now." She played with the ring on her finger. During the test it had grown warm and she'd almost been ready to jump out of her seat to follow it to the water. "We have to go. We can deal with Zane when we get back."

Though Rikki felt that wasn't the wisest, she didn't argue. They finally had some sort of chance to go and find Lewis. That wasn't something they could give up now because Zane might be up to something.

The three of them headed down the hallway, each going to their own houses. There were a couple loose ends they all needed to tie up before they left.

A solemn walk later and Cleo stood outside her dad and step-mom's room. The moon ring was tucked onto the pointer finger of her right hand. She fiddled with the silver band as she tried to work up the courage she needed to confront them. She hadn't mentioned the plan to them. As far as they knew she was still planning on going to the therapist in the morning. In reality, Cleo had no such intention and never had.

Quickly, before she could chicken out, she knocked on their door. It was just getting dusk outside and she needed to get going. She'd already put her bag and pillow by the door, her proof to them that she was going to a sleepover celebration for finishing the exams.

"Come in." Her dad's voice echoed through the wood to her.

Gingerly she swung open the door and smiled at her parents. They were curled up on top of their bed, some cheesy romance film playing on their TV across the room from them.

"I just wanted to remind you that I'm headed to Emma's for our little party." Cleo gulped at the lie.

Sam looked up at her. "There aren't going to be any boys there, right?"

Cleo's heart clenched. "No." She looked down and Sam frowned.

"I'll be back in the morning so we can go to that appointment." She tugged at the ring again. The pull was starting to get strong and she was having a hard time concentrating.

Don gave her a tentative smile. "Okay sweetie. Thank you for being mature about this. Have fun at Emma's."

Cleo looked up and smiled. "Thanks. Love you both." And then she shut the door.

She paused slightly outside Kim's room as she continued down the hallway. She thought of saying goodbye to her too, but knew that Kim would see that as suspicious. Cleo couldn't tell her sister goodbye, and it hurt. Maybe, at some point in the future, they would be able to talk to each other again.

With a determined resolve Cleo walked down the stairs, grabbed her things, and then left her house. This was it. She was finally off to find Lewis.

**What did ya think? Again, I love getting reviews as they help me to keep going. I have officially planned out the rest of the story and I've got some crazy stuff in store for ya'll. I don't know how many chapters to the end at this point, but I promise the ending will not disappoint. Let me know if there is anything you want to see before the end. Happy Swimming!**


	15. Breaking Apart

**Ta da! I was so excited about this next part and so lo and behold my brain produced it super-fast for you lovely readers. Pay attention close to this chapter. It may be shorter but it has lots of important detail you'll need to remember for later. Thank you so much to those that have sent me reviews and messages. I read every one of them and love your suggestions and comments. Happy reading!**

Ash sat at the orientation of his school. The main auditorium for the University was packed and he felt uncomfortable being surrounded by all these new people. It was funny, he thought, that he felt so out of place. He'd never had a problem like this before. Starting his job at the horse ranch he'd met new people daily. But meeting Emma and being a merman had changed him – and not just physically. As he sat there, he was aware of how warm the room was. He was hyper aware of the sweat that glistened on people's brows. And of the water bottles that were everywhere. It would only take one drop of water for life as he knew it to end then and there.

The students around him clapped politely and he shook himself from his thoughts, trying to pay attention. On stage an older guy had walked up to the podium. He listened to him talk about his role in the school and the department he worked with. Ash's ears perked up as he realized this man was in charge of the business program and the entrepreneur section that he was enrolled in. He hadn't caught his name but he listened intently. He made a mental note to go and talk to him after.

The orientation meeting continued and Ash continued to ignore his paranoia. He knew that he had successfully been dealing with avoiding water for the last three months. Surely, now was not going to be the time that water got the best of him. Still, it was hard to not keep part of his attention on those sitting closest to him.

The meeting slowly started to wind down. They all clapped politely as the final announcements were made of where to pick up their student packets and which groups to meet with. Ash stood from his seat but didn't attempt to move out to one of the aisles. He had picked a middle seat on his row on purpose. He knew if there was an accident during the orientation he would be in trouble, but what came after could be worse. As students got up to go to the next section, shoulders bumped into objects and bags swung about precariously. He sweated a bit more as he saw a couple water bottles spill. Once his section was mostly clear he started to make his way to the table where his student packet and instruction would be waiting.

"Ash Dove?" A deep voice called out to him and he turned around.

It was the speaker…whose name he hadn't caught. He gulped slightly then put a smile on his face.

The man walked up to him and shook his hand. "I've heard many great things about you. Your application was astounding, young man. I look forward to working with you in the next few weeks."

"Thank you, Sir." Ash shook his hand back eagerly. "I'm really glad to be here."

The gentleman gave his hand an extra squeeze and then he walked away.

Ash shook his head at himself as he walked to the table. That was probably the most important person he could have met today and he didn't even know his name. Sighing he gave his name to the check-in table and grabbed his student packet. It had his student number, his class schedule and a list of his teachers. Ash knew that somewhere on that list was the man he had just talked to. He looked over the names but couldn't figure it out. Sighing again, he packed away the information he didn't need and went to go find the other students in his program.

-h-2-o-

Bella and Will walked across the school courtyard and out onto the sidewalk. Bella was fading by the minute but they had left all of their 'over-night' stuff at Bella's house. They knew that her parents would still be at work, so they didn't need to worry about them seeing Bella. Will didn't know how, but Bella had managed to keep them out of the loop of what was really happening. Her parents, of course, knew that she was a mermaid. But they were still under the impression that nothing on that front had changed. Bella hadn't told them how she was losing her humanity – it just wasn't a topic you could bring up over family dinner.

Leaning on Will heavily, Bella heaved as they walked to her house. As luck would have it, she lived on the way to the dock where they would dive off to go to Mako. She didn't know how she would make it if she had lived in the opposite direction. Bella let the two of them into her house as they reached her front door. Will helped her to sit on the couch and then he dashed up the stairs to grab their bags. It only took him a few seconds and then they were on their way again.

Will could feel his own strength dwindling as he supported Bella as they walked, carrying their two bags on his back. Bella looked up at him apologetically and then began to wheeze again. He felt his own lungs tighten at her effort. They were maybe a five minute walk from the dock. Will knew he could make it, but he knew it might be just barely for Bella.

The water was in sight when Bella felt her lungs give up. Her sides burned where her gills would have been, but she was dry. She felt her lungs stop and she gasped in pain.

"Bella?" Will held her up as her knees buckled in panic. "Bella, what's wrong?"

Bella gasped again, trying to take air in. She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to jump start her lungs.

Will began to panic. "Wrap your arms around my neck."

Her vision started to dim from lack of oxygen as Bella tried to grab onto Will's neck. To her horror she could feel her muscles clenching and shaking. She needed the water now, but she was at the mercy of a weakening Will being able to get them there.

"Hold on Bella." Will wrapped his arms around Bella, their bags discarded, and then sprinted towards the water.

Will had just reached the dock as Bella's grip slipped and she passed out with a final gasp. With a last thrust of his legs Will threw the two of them off the dock and hit the water sideways with an unceremonious splash.

The pale and dirty blue of the water below the dock wrapped around the two of them. Will stared at Bella as he waited for the water to work its magic and change them into merpeople. Bella's lips had paled too much and she lay limp in his arms.

Then with relief their forms turned into bubbles and then they were part fish. Bella's gills began to flutter to work slowly and the color came back to her lips. Will sighed and grimaced as a stream of bubbles tickled out of his newly formed gills. It shocked him and he looked down at them in slight terror. If he had gills… he wouldn't let himself finish that thought. Shaking his head, he turned to Bella who was just starting to come to.

"Hey." The word slipped from his mouth without much thought.

Bella was confused as she blinked her eyes open. They had made it? She reached for Will. But had he just talked underwater? Looking down she gasped. Will had gills! She pointed and then felt her own gills flutter on her sides. Her stomach clenched at the thoughts that flowed through her head. If she had gills, that meant she was no longer human. That meant she and Will were stuck like this. What about her parents? Thinking about all of this in the abstract had been fine, but now she realized she wasn't quite ready for the reality.

Will's steady arms were suddenly around her shoulders and she gripped him back tightly. His tail fin brushed against hers lightly in the current. She wanted to cry and to sob, but there would be no tears from her eyes. Bella gripped Will's strong shoulders with her webbed hands, clinging to him for comfort and for sanity.

"Hey, Bella." His voice was soothing if not strangely echoed. Bella blinked and looked up at her fiancé.

"Mako?" His eyes were stressed and he had a forced reassuring smile on his face. Will wasn't any more okay with this than Bella. But he needed to be an anchor for her sake.

Swallowing back her hysterics, Bella nodded and let her arms float back to her sides. Will grabbed her hand and squeezed it gently. They were in this together, always. With a gentle kiss on his love's cheek he grabbed her hand firmly and then turned to swim them to their destination.

That's when the dart hit Bella's shoulder. She gasped at the painful sting and turned to see a long metal pin sticking out of her back. They heard the swish of the second dart as it glided through the water into Will's turned chest. Bella yanked the dart out of her shoulder, but too late. Will pulled out his and rushed to catch Bella as her muscles relaxed and her eyes fluttered shut. He had just wrapped her in his arms when he felt the toxin work on his system. His muscles were just loosening as the net wrapped around the two of them. The two of them slipped into unconsciousness as they were hauled towards the surface.

-h-2-o-

Emma and Rikki sat on the underwater rock ledge in the moon pool. It had been too long since they had been there. Both thought of all that had happened in that time, whishing things could go back to normal.

Ten minutes after they arrived, a familiar brunette head, followed by a golden tail, streamed through the entrance. Cleo's head popped above the surface and she shook the water from her face. Rikki was the first to notice that she didn't try to take a breath.

"So, gills feel really weird." Cleo looked at her friends shyly. Then she showed them how the changes had completed. Her gills opened and closed on her sides in a steady rhythm as she worked to remain calm. The fin on her back was five inches at its highest between her shoulder blades. It stretched from the nape of her neck to where the small of her back blended into her tail. And the webbing on her hands was thicker and more flexible.

"So, your lungs?" Rikki gave her a sympathetic look.

Cleo shook her head and put a hand to her chest. "Either not there or just not functioning anymore.

"This is so weird." Emma shook her head. "Cleo…"

Cleo held up her hand. "We knew this was coming Em. What we need to focus on now is getting to Lewis." She looked around the moon pool. "Why aren't Bella and Will here yet?"

Rikki shrugged, but she had a nervous feeling in her stomach. "Maybe they got held up by her parents."

"Bella wasn't looking too good when she left school." Emma sounded uncertain.

"Will wasn't much better." Cleo folded her arms across her chest nervously as she sat on the rock ledge next to her friends. "They would have tried to get here as soon as they could."

All three watched the entrance, hoping that any second they would see two blonde heads and a blue and an orange tail.

Those seconds stretched into minutes. Half an hour passed and the three of them knew something was up.

"You don't think they got stranded on land," Emma bit a finger nail, "do you?"

Rikki shrugged again, but she was starting to freak out, which was not something she did regularly. Something in her gut told her that her friends were in serious trouble.

"We should go look for them." Rikki pushed into the middle of the pool.

Emma nodded and joined her. Cleo nodded but stayed put. "I'll wait here in case they show up. You guys check on land. Maybe they got caught at her house."

The other two mermaids nodded and had just turned to leave when a form came darting through the underwater entrance, crashing into the two of them and pulling them under.

"Guys!" Cleo dove underwater and stared in horror at what she saw.

Bella lay collapsed and exhausted in Emma's arms. Her tail was scraped and bleeding. Her skin was scratched and her gills were flaring open and closed with rapid and sporadic bursts. Rikki helped her friend lift her to the surface and they laid her back on the ledge so her head rested against the rocks.

"Bella?" Emma rubbed her cheek. "Bella!"

Bella gasped and opened her eyes in panic. She looked feverish and scared. Her eyes focused slowly and then she recognized her friends.

"Em?" She turned her head. "Cleo, Rikki."

She sobbed hysterically then, horrible tears running down her cheeks. Emma clenched her tightly as Bella's body shook with great gasps that sent bubbles spewing from her gills.

"Bella, you need to calm down and breathe." Rikki rubbed her back awkwardly.

"Just breathe, Bella." Cleo grabbed her hand. "Big, deep breathes through your gills."

Struggling to listen to her friends, Bella struggled to calm down. Soon she was just lightly gasping and not shaking nearly as much. Her three friends stared at her, wanting an explanation but not wanting to push her to tell. She shook her head and straightened her shoulders.

"They caught us just as we were coming this way."

"Who?" Rikki's gut clenched as she thought she already knew.

"Sophie and Zane." Bella closed her eyes. "And this scientist with cold and uncaring eyes."

"Denman?!" Cleo practically shouted the lady's name.

Emma looked at her sharply. "It couldn't have been her, could it have?"

Bella nodded. "I remember Zane calling her that now. Dr. Denman. Zane and Sophie…they helped her catch us. They've been spying on us." She looked up at Cleo. "Denman told us that she was the one who caught Lewis."

Cleo felt her eyes well up with tears and a small sob escape her throat. That woman was evil. "Where is she?" She spat the words, wanting to find the filthy scientist.

Bella's shoulder sank as she hung her head. "On land, in this old factory in the fishing district. Will…" She pressed her webbed hands to her face to try and stop the tears. "He's being tortured by them. Denman told us how she studied Lewis closely. And somehow with the help of Zane she's developed a serum that can affect our genes. But instead of changing someone into a mermaid…"

She rubbed her eyes again, but the tears spilt through her eyelids and she shuddered. Cleo backed up. "She studied Lewis?" Cleo shook in anger. What had Lewis gone through while he'd been held captive? Did that mean Denman knew where her boyfriend was?

"They're making him human again!" Bella slammed her hands into the water, causing part of it turn gelatinous as her powers went out of control for a second. "But it's unnatural and painful." She shook her head and cried. "He was screaming, but I was stuck in a tank and could do nothing."

"How did you escape?" Rikki placed a hand on Cleo's shoulder. She had noticed how close her friend was coming to losing it.

"I turned all of the water in all of their tanks into gel. They had no choice but to wrap us up in nets and tie us underwater off the dock like caught lobsters in traps. Will tried to change the water around us into coral, but something was wrong with his power. He got it to grow up and cut my net but then it gave out." She paused and wiped the tears from her face. "I had just untangled myself when Zane and these two other guys pulled him out of the water. They tried to shoot me with tranquilizer darts again…but I bolted."

Bella sobbed. "I just left him there!" She collapsed back onto Emma's shoulder and Emma hugged her tight. "They've got Will and they're going to torture him into becoming human!"

Emma, Rikki and Cleo floated there around their distressed friend in silence. They couldn't catch a break it seemed. Denman had been the one who had caught Lewis all along. And now Zane had betrayed them and was working with Sophie and the scientist.

It was obvious to Rikki that Sophie wanted her brother back. Zane must have opened his big mouth and told her everything. Maybe he was already human himself. She could only imagine the pain Denman had put Lewis through, and now the pain Will was enduring. Denman would do anything to get results. With a shudder she remembered when she, Cleo and Emma had been locked in the moon pool by the crazy scientist. She had been willing to do anything back then. Now with her reputation ruined, Rikki could only imagine what kind of lengths she was willing to go to.

Half an hour later the four still sat solemnly around the moon pool. They didn't know what to do next. Cleo, though worried about Will, knew she needed to go and get Lewis now. Denman obviously didn't have him locked up anymore, or she would have gloated that fact to Bella and Will. The ring was constantly tugging at her to go and find him, but she was worried about her friends.

Bella wanted to storm the factory where Will was and rescue her fiancé. But she had tried getting her legs back already. Rikki had dried off and tried to pull her out of the moon pool. Once Bella had been stretched out on the sand Rikki had then tried to dry her off too. All she managed to do was burn some of her scales and irritate her gills. After fifteen minutes she felt like she couldn't breathe again and Bella had pulled herself back into the water. She could do nothing to save Will. It was going to have to be up to Rikki and Emma.

"What do we do?" Emma couldn't take their solemn and depressing silence anymore.

Their pod of eight had dwindled back to the four of them and it felt wrong. She wished Ash was there to help, but she couldn't pull him away from school after he had just barely gotten there. Now they knew that Zane had betrayed them. To top it all off, Will and Lewis were both captured and they had no idea how to really rescue either of them.

"We need to come up with a plan or something! Sitting here in the water isn't doing anyone any good." She looked at her three best friends in determination.

"We split up." Bella looked up at Cleo. "I'm sorry, Cleo, but I have to save Will. Just like you have to go and save Lewis."

Cleo nodded. She understood completely. "Emma and Rikki, you should stay here." She looked at her friends. "Go get Will. We know that there's a better chance of rescuing him and you two are the only ones who can do it."

"What about you?" Rikki looked at her exasperated. "You're just going to go out into the big ocean all by yourself following some magic blue rock?"

Cleo nodded again and backed towards the entrance. "Emma, my parents are going to look for me. Tell them the truth – that I went to find Lewis. I'll find a way to let you guys know where I am once I find him."

Emma nodded and swam forward quickly to give her friend a hug. "Please, be careful. You contact us as soon as you can. Once we have Will free, we'll come join you."

Reluctantly Rikki nodded and she and Bella swam over and joined in a group hug. The four of them floated like that, taking comfort in each other. Three months ago they had carelessly swum to this spot on the night of a blue moon. What any of them wouldn't give to go back and change their actions. But reality was what it was and they could only press forward.

"I love you guys," Cleo whispered and hugged them each tightly. "I'll call. I promise." With a half-smile on her lips and a determined fire in her eyes she dipped below the surface and sped out of the underwater entrance, the ring on her finger her only guide.

The three remaining mermaids watched her go.

Finally Emma spoke up. "Time to figure out how to go and get Will."

The sun dipped below the horizon as the three friends schemed and planned. They were going to do it that night. Time was not on their side and Bella had grown more and more anxious as the hours ticked by.

A plan formed, Emma and Rikki followed Bella to where she had escaped from. The scene they were met with was nothing like Bella had described.

The warehouse was gone! Smoldering rubble and charcoaled support beams lay where the rickety old building had stood only that afternoon.

Helplessly the three mermaids could only float there in despair. Will and his kidnappers were gone.

**I just love cliffhangers! What has happened to Will? Can Cleo's moon ring really lead her to Lewis? The plot thickens and I only have more wonderfulness in store for ya'll. Stick around! Next chapter will be us soon. Happy New Years!**


	16. Can't Run From Yourself

**I probably can't apologize enough for the delay on this chapter. I've had so many ideas for it on how to start tying everything together. Hopefully it does not disappoint. Without further ado, enjoy!**

**Note: As always, I do not own H2O, but I wish I had a tail sometimes…**

Sir Henry Briston sat in his office, reading the e-mails on his laptop. The low hum of his aquarium's pumps circled around him. With a curious glance he looked up to see what was preoccupying Lewis. He'd been in the aquarium for a good couple weeks now. He watched as the merman swam his customary morning laps. It seemed that whenever Sir Briston was home, that's all that Lewis did.

But he'd seen the camera footage of when Lewis thought he was alone. Everyday Lewis would practice what he had called his power. He would turn himself invisible. The first time Briston had watched the footage he'd thought Lewis had somehow escaped. But then seconds later he'd reappeared and Briston was shocked. Linda had told them that the mermaids had powers of some sort; they just hadn't realized their boyfriends did too.

Lewis had been getting better at controlling his powers each day. At last count he was up to five minutes that he was able to disappear. It was for this reason that Briston had put an extra secure lock on the aquarium grate. He wanted to make sure that when Lewis was invisible it was because he was still trapped, not because he had gotten out.

Turning his attention back to the bright screen in front of him, Sir Henry smiled at the update from Linda. She'd succeeded in convincing two of the pod's acquaintances with helping her further her experiments. The one called Zane had let her experiment with his blood and the little that remained of his abilities. Denman had discovered that his cells were rejecting whatever made him a merman. She'd combined these results and made an amazing discovery.

Apparently, the transformation had affected them on a genetic level, but only subtly. A switch in a few genes here and there and it was enough to affect who they were dramatically. With the research on Zane and Lewis she had isolated those genes that caused the mermaid condition. Having isolated them, she could conduct gene therapy on a person to reverse the mutation. In essence, Denman had found a cure for the mermaids and mermen.

Briston had bigger plans than reversal though. Briston wanted to isolate what caused their powers. He had charged Linda to continue to experiment on the new merman to see if they could figure out which of the genes caused the powers specifically. He glanced to the tank and watched Lewis again.

Lewis could feel his captor's eyes watching him; studying him. He watched Sir Briston sit at his desk, that same smug smile on the man's face irking him to the core. There was something about his smirk that was menacing and calculating. Lewis didn't understand how anyone could ever trust that man. Especially at this moment as Briston kept glancing up at him. It gave Lewis a crawling, trembling feeling up his spine.

Trying to brush it off, Lewis flicked his blue tail and continued his monotonous laps. The endless circles had become a sort of meditation for him. In the circles he could almost forget the time he had once been human. He could almost forget Cleo and their friends and how he had failed them all. He could pretend to not notice how his tail sliced through the water with unfettered ease; more natural than walking ever could have been. His muscles stretched, bunched and pulled as he pushed himself to the brink of breakdown and exhaustion. He became one with his man made environment – his mind half dazed and convinced that he had been born into this life.

Almost.

He did, after all, have to slow down sometime. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Briston shutdown his laptop, place it in his briefcase then stretch into a standing position from his grand desk. The man was quick to wrap a trench coat around him, complete with scarf and hat, and then grab an umbrella. Lewis subconsciously noted that it must be storming outside as his captor walked out of the study through the aquarium tunnel and out of sight.

With a heavy sigh of relief through his gills, Lewis slowed himself to a stop. Immediately his tail began to spasm from the overexertion and Lewis cried out in agony. It was the same every day. But the pain, he'd convinced himself, was good. The pain kept his humanity intact – at least the little that was left and hadn't gone insane.

Slowly the pain ebbed away, leaving him raw and numb. The fish around him avoided his area, sensing his distress. Lewis growled at them and flashed his ever so slightly pointed teeth in their direction. He flicked his tail a few times and then headed for the top of the tank. He'd discovered during the night that his escape hatch had been reinforced. That was the clue he'd needed to realize Briston knew about him practicing his power.

Not that it mattered. Lewis had a new trick up his sleeve, one he'd discovered by accident. He grabbed the huge mesh covering with one hand then placed his hand on the backside of the lock. Concentrating on the power in him he pushed that power from his arm and hand into the lock. He watched the metal warp into water and drip past him and below. Lewis released the magic and the lock solidified again, quickly sinking to the substrate at the bottom of the tank. Not only could Lewis turn himself into water, but he could momentarily change other things as well. The bigger the object, however, the more strength it cost. Even that small of a metal lock left his gills fluttering for breathe. He could only afford a momentary rest and then he was pushing the grate open.

Instincts started screaming at him as he struggled to pull himself out of the water. It was too open and his gills protested the straight oxygen, but Lewis kept going. Once on the mesh he tugged himself towards the edge, his fingers raw from grasping the metal. Scales littered behind him as his tail was torn and scraped. At the edge of the tank Lewis looked down at the ground, a rough ten feet below. There was no way he could get himself down the ladder to his left. No, his plan was more eccentric than that. With a giant shove he rolled off the edge and plummeted towards the cement. As soon as he felt his tail falling behind him he turned his body to water – just as he hit the ground shoulder first.

The jarring of the hit snapped his concentration and his body reconfigured into flesh. A sharp sting radiated through his skin, but he was mostly okay. Now for his plan. He wasn't trying to escape. Lewis knew he would suffocate long before he made it to any door. What he wanted was to send a message.

The top of his tank stretched up into a large service room above Briston's library. The space was used to house the aquarium pumps and equipment, food and plants, and various experimental devices. But Lewis had glimpsed in his swimming a small desk that also had a phone on it.

His biceps, though strengthened from his endless swimming, ached as he pulled his full weight along the dry, scratchy floor. His gills heaved and he wondered if he'd just sentenced himself to death on dry land. Then he realized that he didn't care. This might be his only chance to let someone know where he was, and to who Briston really was as well. Even though he'd betrayed his friends, he still needed to protect them. The desk slowly grew closer and Lewis felt the first speck of hope that there was an end to his nightmare.

Three feet separated him from the phone when alarms started going off around him. Someone on the lower level must have realized he was gone. Snarling in determination he dragged his heavy and tired body to the desk. The phone loomed before him when he heard the shout. Hands were on his tail painfully dragging him backwards just as his fingers brushed the chord. The phone tumbled off the desk and Lewis snarled again. He flicked his tail hard, not bothering to look back at who had grabbed him, and picked the receiver up in his scraped hands. His thumbs barely finished punching in the number for the police when the sharp prick hit his neck. He screamed in frustration, turning to lunge at the man who stood over him.

Easily sidestepping the man grabbed the phone off the ground and hung it up. Lewis snarled and tried to lunge again, but his muscles had already started to relax. He collapsed on his stomach, his gills gasping and shuddering to take in the stale warm air. More hands rolled him onto his back and he winced as his back fin bent painfully. Though his eyes were drooping he could still make out three men lifting his immobile form from the ground. They were going to take him back to the tank. With a final, pitiful snarl, Lewis slipped into unconsciousness.

Waking up from the dark was hard and painful. Lewis winced as his sore muscles made themselves known. The memories of his crazy scheme swirled in his groggy head. He had no way of knowing if his call had gone through. His effort had probably been for nothing. Shaking some of the fog from his mind, Lewis tried to pay attention to where he was. He glanced down and had to restrain another snarl at what he saw. The same device Denman had used on his gills to keep him breathing was again strapped to his chest. He watched the bubbles that would occasionally escape the slits in his sides.

Lewis couldn't understand why he was out of water. He was stretched out on a long flat part of the ground, chained to the spot. Not only were his wrists shackled, but his tail had been made immobile. His skin was flaky and pale. His blue and white scales looked shriveled and dull. He would have thought he'd been left for dead if the water machine hadn't been there, strapped to his chest. He shook his head again, trying to expel the fog and animal like rage that he felt. All he wanted was his freedom, and now he was more trapped than he had been before.

He lay there in the cold silence, slowly drying out, and waiting for someone to come. Surely Briston knew by now what he had done. He probably got a call the minute they discovered he was missing. It occurred to him that this may be his punishment. Time slowly ticked by as his stomach growled and his skin continued to shrivel and flake. Lewis drifted in and out of sleep, unable to move and unaware of the time. At some point the light around him turned off and he was plunged into darkness. Still no one came. He didn't dare use his power for fear that it would dislodge the water apparatus from his chest. With no other option, Lewis lay there, quickly weakening, waiting for something out of his control to happen.

-h-2-o-

Sam sat in the sitting room of the house, waiting for Cleo to walk through the door. It was still a bit early but Sam had too much nervous energy. She knew that getting Cleo in to see a therapist was a good thing. Her step-daughter had so much going on and Sam felt she and Don just couldn't help. How was one supposed to help their teenage mermaid cope with the loss of her boyfriend? Again she shook her head in exasperation. Cleo had been so convinced the other night that Lewis was alive, basing it off a feeling. Denial was hard to get over, Sam should know. She'd been in denial when she'd gotten divorced before she met Don.

She scrolled through messages on her phone as she continued to wait, watching the time casually at first. As the minutes ticked by and it became apparent that Cleo was running late, Sam started to get nervous. Cleo had given her word that she would be home in time. Sam wanted to trust her, but with the circumstance she couldn't.

Cleo's phone rang three times when she called it and then went to voicemail. Two more tries returned the same results. At least her phone was on. Same figured that meant that she wasn't being completely ignored. She would have to call Emma's house then. The phone picked up on one ring.

"Good Morning, this is the Gilbert residence."

"Hi Lisa, this is Sam Setori."

"Hello Dear! How is everything?"

"Well, thank you. Do you mind seeing if the girls are up? Cleo and I are supposed to be somewhere in a few minutes."

There was a pause on the phone and Lisa cleared her throat. "Emma told me the party and sleep over were at Bella's house."

Sam felt her gut sink. "You haven't seen her then?"

"No, not since yesterday afternoon before they left to go take their revisions." Lisa paused again. "Do you think the girls are up to something?"

Here Sam had to take a pause and think of everything she knew of Cleo and her friends. Cleo had told them everything about them. But, if Sam remembered correctly, only Bella's family knew as well. The fact that the girls had not only lied to her, but to Emma's family as well gave Sam a bad feeling. Cleo had been talking lately about how the changes were getting worse. Sam couldn't keep her mind from going to the worst conclusion possible.

"Lisa, I don't want you to be overly worried, but I think something may be going on. Will you call Bella's house? I'm going to make a few more phone calls and see if I can track down what's going on."

"Of course. I'll let you know anything as soon as I do. I just don't understand though, Sam. Emma isn't the deceptive type." Without another word Lisa hung up the phone.

Sam clicked her cell shut and thought for a minute. Cleo had blatantly lied to her. Not only had Cleo but Emma, who was the responsible one, had lied to her parents as well. She opened her phone again and called Rikki's dad. There she received the confused response that Rikki had said she was staying at Emma's. Lewis's family hadn't seen any of them either.

Sam could only think there was one place she could be – that island. Mako had played a prominent role in all the information Cleo had given them about her being a mermaid. Sam would bet anything that it would be on that island where she would find the girls. Pocketing her phone she headed up the stairs and woke up Don.

"What is it Hun?" His response was slurred.

"Cleo isn't at Emma's house." Sam's pocket buzzed and she looked at the text message. "That's Lisa. She's not at Bella's either. I called Rikki's and Lewis's homes. All four of the girls seem to be missing."

Don blinked up at her for a moment. "They're missing?" He sat up as it sunk in a little. "What do you mean missing?"

"Honey, Cleo and the girls lied to us. None of them were at anyone's house last night."

"What!" Don finally caught on to what Sam was saying. "Where could they have gone?" He pulled himself out of the bed and began rushing about the room throwing on any clothes that were within reach.

"My best bet is that they went to Mako." Sam crossed her arms. "I'm worried that Cleo may have done something drastic. She was talking the other day about how convinced she was that Lewis was still alive."

Don cursed under his breathe. "Call the other girls' parents. We're all going to Mako. If Cleo's friends are letting her do any sort of hair-brained scheme, then it's about time their parents know what's going on. I'm going to check Cleo's room for some clue as to where on the island that moon pool is."

Sam nodded and called back Lisa.

"Hi Dear, me again. We think we may know where the girls have gone. How soon can you and your husband be ready to go to Mako?"

-h-2-o-

Emma sat on the pool ledge, just out of reach from the water. Sunrise had come and gone, yet she hadn't found the strength to go home. She knew her mum would be worried sick at this point, but so was she. Their brilliant plan to get Will had ended in epic failure. Will was gone and of course she and Rikki had been unable to find any clue as to where he had been taken. Not only that, but she couldn't help but worry about where Cleo was. Her mum would be wondering where she was by now. Emma should have called her; she just didn't know what to say.

"Emma?" Rikki touched her shoulder and handed a bag out to her. "It's an orange smoothie from the café." She had left an hour ago to get the two of them food.

Nodding, Em accepted the drink gratefully then turned to stare at the water again.

"Bella called. She's at her house with her parents explaining everything."

Em nodded again.

"Come on, Em. Snap out of it. We're going to figure this out." Rikki sat next to her friend. "We may seem at a loss and outnumbered, but we'll find the two of them."

"You don't know that, Rikki! All I can think about is how we've failed our friends. We were supposed to be a pod – our own group of merpeople. Now only the three of us are still here." She paused for breath and stared up at the opening in the moon pool far above. She turned to Rikki and whispered, "What am I supposed to tell Cleo's parents?"

"Cleo wanted you to tell them the truth. They already know everything else and it's not like they'd be able to do anything about it anyways." Rikki sipped loudly from her drink, trying to ease the tension radiating of her friend.

"So what, I just call Sam and tell her that Cleo's swam off somewhere in the ocean to find her boyfriend who isn't really dead?" Em gave a sarcastic laugh. "That's going to go over so well."

Rikki was about to respond when they heard a muffled yell. Both girls froze and then turned to look where the land entrance was. Other shouts came, followed by yells for rope and cautions to be careful.

"Em, that sounds like your mum." Rikki stood up and backed towards the water.

Em listened closer. "That sounds like your dad and Cleo's parents too."

Emma was just standing as five adults, covered slightly in dirt, entered into the cavern. All five of them looked around in wonder.

"I knew I could find it." Don wiped his hands on his jeans.

"Only because of the map you found in Cleo's journal." Sam crossed her arms over her chest and stared at her daughter's two friends.

Rikki cursed under breath. Cleo had promised she'd been done keeping paper record of anything about them. Least of all a map to a place that was so important to them.

"Girls, where is Cloe and Bella?" Sam stepped closer to the two, aware of how close they were to the moon pool. She realized that this was where they must have become mermaids.

"Em, what's going on here dear?" Lisa and her husband stared at their daughter confused. "What is this place? Why did you lie about the sleepover?"

"I…" Emma stuttered on an explanation. Why were her parents here?

"Rikki, young lady. You better have a good explanation for this." Rikki's dad just looked furious. Emma was almost grateful that his attention wasn't on her as well.

"Look, we just wanted to throw the party somewhere special." Rikki kept glancing back at the water, like she wanted to escape.

"You could have asked for permission." Em's dad stepped towards her. "You know we would have understood."

"It's a bit more complicated than that." Emma shied toward her dad and away from the water. This was definitely not how she had pictured her parents finding out about her other life.

"Girls, where is Cleo?" Don was staring at them, hard. "Why isn't she here with you?"

Rikki and Emma glanced at each other. Emma shook her head and turned to look at Don and Sam. "She's gone to find Lewis. She promised to contact us as soon as she could."

"What?!" Don yelled and threw his hands in the air. "Why didn't you try to stop her?!"

Both of the girls cringed.

"Em, how could you have let her do something like that? You were there at the eulogy with everyone else." Lisa walked up to her daughter. "Cleo needs help and you just let her run away?"

"She actually swam." Rikki spoke up and everyone's eyes turned on her.

Sam and Don paled visibly. Don shook his head a few times. "What do you mean?"

"She didn't have any other option Mr. S. Remember how she said things were getting worse? Well yesterday after school it kind of happened." Rikki glanced at Emma with an apologetic grimace. "They need to know Em."

"Rikki Chadwick, stop speaking in riddles." Her dad was suddenly in front of her. "Your friend is sick and you're talking about her swimming away to find her dead boyfriend because things got bad?"

"It's not like that!"

"Don't you raise your voice with me young lady!" He crossed his arms angrily, mirroring Rikki's stance. "Now start speaking clearly."

Resounding silence was her response. She hated when her dad yelled at her. All it did was make her more stubborn and not want to tell him anything.

Sam's voice was quiet and shaking when she spoke up. "She swam? So is she completely changed?"

Emma nodded. "I'm sorry. She didn't tell you how close she was because she didn't want you to worry."

"Didn't want us to worry?!" Don backed away towards the wall and sat down. "My daughter is a fish and has swum off."

"A fish?" Emma's dad stared down at him like he'd grown a second head. "Does mental illness run in your family?"

"Dad!" Emma was shocked.

"Come on, Neil. Maybe it's a metaphor."

"My husband is perfectly fine." Sam stared at the girls. "All we want is to help find Cleo. We can't do that if there are all of these secrets. Everyone needs to be on the same page for any of us to be able to do anything useful."

"What secrets?" Rikki's Dad, Terry, stared at everyone in the cavern. "Why do I feel like I only understand ten percent of this conversation?"

Rikki shook her head and stepped onto the edge of the pool. She glanced at Emma who in turn gave her a warning look. Without waiting or asking she grabbed Emma's hand and dragged them both back into the water.

"Girls!" Lisa was at the edge of the water and looking down when the two heads popped back up.

A horrid silence resounded as the bubbles that had surrounded the girls cleared. Don stood up from the floor and took a spot next to Sam. Neil and Lisa backed up as the water settled and Emma turned her head away. Rikki stared up at her dad in defiance and shook the water off her face.

"No metaphors. Cleo swam to find Lewis because we're mermaids. Lewis is alive and one of us and she's gone to find him." Rikki held her chin high, not afraid of what she was.

"Rikki?" Terry knelt down at the water's edge and stared at his daughter, mouth slightly gaping, staring at the beautiful orange fish tail that was now attached to her waist.

"Emma?" Lisa pulled back into her husband, shock and awe all over her face. "Is this a trick?"

Em shook her head. "No trick. Make yourself comfortable, because Rikki and I have quite the story for you."

The five adults glanced at each other. Don motioned for everyone to sit around the pool. Neil, still in shock, pulled his wife down next to him. Taking a big breathe of air Emma launched into the story.

-h-2-o-

Zane stared through the glass window into the room where Will was strapped down to a table. It had been only a week since Sophie, Denman and he had captured him, and already there was a visible difference in his appearance. When they'd first grabbed him he'd been more fish than human. Zane had to admit to himself that he had been absolutely disgusted by his and Bella's appearance. The gills were the worst part.

Those weren't a problem anymore now. Denman's formula was working wonders, doing exactly what they hoped it would. Slowly Will was becoming more and more human. The fin on his back had shrunk to a smear of scales than ran up and down his back. The gill slits were still visible on his sides, but Will's lungs had started functioning again, making it possible for him to breathe out of the water. His power had been the first thing to go, leaving him nearly helpless.

It was his tail that was being the most stubborn. The blue and white scales looked dull and pale, but Denman thought that was more form him being out of water. Sophie thought his tail was looking slightly shorter, but they weren't sure.

Will hadn't talked to any of them since Bella had gotten away. It seemed that he'd suffered too much betrayal from his sister and his fiancé. Sophie didn't seem to care that her brother wouldn't talk to her. When they had first caught them and Sophie had seen what had really become of them, she'd broken down into a fit of rage. Now whenever she saw her brother, this sad smile would appear on her face. Zane couldn't decide if she was happy with what was happening or just resigned to knowing it was necessary if she wanted her human brother back.

Either way Zane didn't care. Denman had used the serum on him and Zane never had to worry about any of that again. He was again part of the human team and didn't mind helping Denman further her research. It didn't hurt that his biggest rival was the first real test subject. Zane nodded his head in slight satisfaction and then went to go check Denman's emails on updates about the other captive.

Will turned his head as Zane walked away from the window and gave a sigh of relief, followed by a slight hacking cough and then a wince of pain. His lungs stuttered as they struggled to work. If he remained motionless they didn't have to work so hard and barely hurt. But he couldn't, and wouldn't, talk. They didn't work that well just yet. He wished his gills would just kick back in. He didn't know how much longer he would have them for, but he knew they would soon close up and he'd be back to just holding his breath under water.

The thought was foreign to him. He'd really only used them for about a day before they took him out of the tank. When they'd first strapped him to the table they'd placed this strange contraption over his gills so he could breathe. A day or so later his lungs had painfully started up again with a big gasp of air. Since then they'd removed the device and today his gills had been fluttering for air less and less. Will wished he'd had a chance to use them longer. He pictured Bella in his mind, swimming in the moon pool, confined to the water because she could only breathe through her gills.

The thought of her brought a smile to his face. He was glad she had gotten away. He wouldn't have been able to watch them do this to her. She had been a mermaid for so long; longer than she had been human. To change that would have been terrible. Will knew Bella wouldn't have known what to do as a full time human. Now his main worry was how they were going to find him and what he would be when they did. He'd smelt the burning building as they had driven away from it, him in a sloshing tank in the back of a truck. Denman would have been careful to cover their tracks. It was horrible. Not only was Lewis missing, but now he was too.

A sharp spasm came from his side and he cried out, issuing another hack of air from his lungs. He tail hung there limp and useless as he squirmed in discomfort. He just wanted them to put him back in the water. He was itchy and dry and thirsty as a person lost in a desert. It wasn't like the water was going to stop what they were doing at this point. He knew that the daily injections were changing him on a genetic level. Whatever the moon pool magic had done, Denman had found a way to reverse it.

Another spasm, this time from his tail, rushed through him and he bit his lip to stay quiet. He had to be strong. Bella would want him to be strong. He coughed again as he the door to the room opened.

"Will?" It was Sophie.

Will looked the other way, refusing to acknowledge her. This was partly her fault.

Without waiting for a response she slipped into the room and closed the door behind her. "I wanted to come and talk to you."

Sophie was met with a determined silence as she stared at her little brother. He looked pale and weak, momentarily making her feel guilty. Then she brushed the feeling off.

"Look, you can't just ignore me. We're doing this for your own good!" She threw her hands on her hips and stood over her brother.

Will wanted to respond, to lash out and tell her how stupid this was of them. But his body couldn't take it, and he knew yelling at her wasn't going to make any difference. Sophie wasn't going to stop, not when she wanted him human again. Nothing was going to stop them from changing him back to human.

It frustrated Sophie as she stood there, waiting for her brother to talk to her, to say anything. Didn't he understand why she was doing this? It was for the better good. His life would be ruined if he kept living it as a freak. Zane understood that and had helped her get in contact with Denman. Without the two of them Will would be with that horrid Bella. She was one of the fish freaks. Sophie knew it was really that girl's fault that this had happened to her brother. Her poor brother who was laid out on the table like a lab experiment. She shuddered as her eyes glanced at the fish tail attached to his waist. She just wanted her brother back.

"Fine, don't talk to me. I know that one of these days you're going to thank me. I'm saving your future Will. Things could have gotten so much worse." Sophie sighed with a final glance at her brother and then walked back out of the room.

Scream. That was Will wanted to do – scream, loud and long in frustration and anger. He would never thank Sophie for this. Another spasm, stronger and longer than the last, rushed up from his tail and made his body shake. He yelled out and broke into coughs. His gills gave a shudder on his side and then he felt a sharp pain as they closed completely.

He did scream then. Loud and hard. He jerked his tail and pounded his fists on the table. His tail stung and he felt his hands bruise where they struck the metal, but he didn't care. He was losing one of the best things that had ever happened to him. The intense coughing came upon him and collapsed back as the hacking gasps of air shook through him. Exhaustion was the only emotion left after that – no energy left to scream or yell. He just lay there, staring at the blank wall as he felt his tail weaken further.

**AH hah! One more chapter down. I swear the more I write, the more the story wants to continue. I was going to add more to this chapter, but I know you guys have already been waiting so long for it, so here it is! Like mentioned before, Uni is crazy this semester so I can't guarantee another update soon. But I promise one will come and it'll be great. Let me know what you guys think! Choi!**


	17. Courage by Hope

**I beg all forgiveness from you, my lovely readers, for how dreadfully long it took me to get this chapter posted. But here it is! This is not the last chapter, but you will sense the plot moving on ahead a bit faster. I admit I had lost some motivation to finish this, but I promise that it will get finished. Thank you for sticking with it and leaving reviews and adding this story to your favorites. They are the best encouragement I can get.**

**AN: I own nothing of H2O but the wonderful dreams I have at night.**

**Without further delay, enjoy!**

Bella floated in the moon pool, tired and emotionally drained. It had been half a week since they had lost Will. Four days since her world had been trashed and torn apart. This wasn't how everything was supposed to turn out. The boys becoming mermen was supposed to be a good thing. Now suddenly all four of the girls found themselves alone, their boyfriends either missing or gone for other reasons. Even now it was really just the three of them. They hadn't heard anything from Cleo since she had left. Bella had to wonder how she would even contact them. It wasn't like she could go on land and use a phone.

Emma and Rikki sat on the dirt near the cavern walls. Emma had taken to staying in the moon pool during the day. Home had gotten unbearably awkward with her parents and brother who had taken to avoiding her. Emma, in her own way, was heartbroken. Rikki was sure that it was only Ash's daily phone calls that kept her friend from crying all the time. She blamed herself some for the pain Emma was going through. But what could she have done? Their parents needed to know. The situation they were in had gotten too far out of hand.

At least Rikki's dad had tried to talk to her about it. They'd been open and honest and Rikki felt that their relationship would be better for her finally letting him in on the biggest secret in her life. If only she could somehow get Emma's parents to see what a gift them being mermaids was. Or, at least, had been up until the last couple months.

Suddenly a ringing sounded in the cavern and both Rikki and Bella stared in Emma's direction. Her cellphone was going off and she was just staring at the screen.

"Is it Ash?" Bella swam closer to the ledge of the pool.

Emma shook her head and flipped her phone open. "Hello?"

Cleo sighed on the other end. "Emma!"

"Cleo!" Instantly she pulled the phone from her face and put it on speaker, scooting closer to the other two so they could hear.

"Do you know how hard it was to track a phone down? Good thing this guy just left his bag lying around." She sounded winded. "I scraped up my tail trying to grab it off the rocks."

Rikki laughed. "Did you just steal someone's phone?"

There was a slight pause on the other end. "I intend to give it back. If I don't fry it from the water first."

Bella shook her head. "Where are you?"

Cleo paused again. "You'll never believe it, but New Zealand. I mean, I kept swimming in that direction but it's hard to tell when there's just water around you for miles and miles. My tail is still sore from swimming like that."

Emma perked up. "Ash is there. Do you remember his number so you can call him? He'll be able to help you."

"Already ahead of you. He has class right now but I told him some landmarks so hopefully he'll be able to meet me this evening."

"Did that ring lead to New Zealand?" Bella flicked her tail.

"It would seem so. I just followed the pull of the blue stone and it directed this way. Now that I'm here it's been quiet. I don't know what that means but it's making me worried."

"You should probably rest. You've been swimming for over three days. That's a huge deal!" Emma gave a slight chuckle. "It's probably a new record or something."

Cleo laughed. "Maybe if I wasn't part fish."

Rikki spoke up. "We have some news for you. It's been kind of exciting around here too."

Emma and Rikki took turns explaining what had happened with their parents and how everyone was finally on the same page.

"How are my parents handling everything?" She sounded sad.

"You're dad's really upset." Emma sighed. "Sam keeps trying to talk to my mom about it. Explaining how it could have been worse. It's still just a big shock for all of them."

"Will you call them for me Ems? I would but I don't want them to try and talk me into coming back. Especially when I may be this close."

"Of course. But they are going to want to talk to you. Once you and Ash figure out how to get you somewhere safe, you should call them."

There was a pause on Cleo's end. "Hey, I think that guy is coming back. I have to go, but I love you guys. I'll have Ash call you all later with an update."

All four of them said their goodbyes and then the line went dead.

Rikki burst out laughing. "Cleo stole a phone!"

Emma and Bella laughed with her. It was so absurd and a much needed relief in the light of their situation.

"I'm amazed that the ring would lead her to the same place as Ash. Doesn't it make you wonder?" Bella ran a hand through her salty hair. "What if the person who has Lewis is somehow connected to Ash?"

Emma nodded. "Maybe he going to school there had more of a reason than the both of us realized."

Rikki looked up at the top of the cavern where the sun was starting to go down. "I'm just glad we heard from her. Call me when you hear from Ash." She dove into the water, resurfacing a few seconds later. "I'll see you guys tomorrow."

Emma and Bella said goodbye as she flicked her tail and swam out. Bella stared up at Emma and gave her a questioning look.

"Are you going to sleep here tonight?" Bella looked toward the exit where she knew she should be headed to go home as well. Her parents had set up a way for to stay in the boathouse while she was stuck completely in mermaid form. Bella suspected they still hoped that this was temporary; that their daughter would be able to walk again soon."

Emma sighed and shook her head. "No, I'll head home. It's just so awkward there."

Bella nodded. "Give them time, Ems. Your family is all so practical. It's just going to take them some time. Being around them will probably help them to understand it better. Hiding definitely isn't going to do any good."

Nodding Emma folded her legs under her. "You go ahead. I just want some alone time for a bit before I head out."

Reluctantly Bella nodded and then dove under the surface. Emma stared at the ripples on the water's surface. Bella was right, even though she hated to admit it. She needed to be around her family more. She needed to talk to them more rather than keeping it all in. The longer this awkwardness went on unresolved, the crazier she felt she was going. Home should be a place where she could feel safe. Nodding to herself and her new resolve she jumped into the darkening water and made her way back to Will's boathouse where she would then walk home.

-h-2-o-

The pain was what kept Lewis awake. From a scientific point of view he always thought it was what would keep him unconscious – but it was like his body was feeding off of it. In a way, that made sense to his half crazed mind. Pain meant he was alive. Pain was what he had used in his long swims to signify he was human still. Now the pain meant he still had the ability to fight back.

Briston had eventually come for him. Being stretched out on that cold, cement floor with the water apparatus strapped to him and been the lowest point of his life. His skin had cracked and gone veiny. His scales had started to painfully flake off and the webbing between his fingers was tight and ridged. Briston had stood over him like the superior creature he assumed himself to be. And Lewis had been helpless to do nothing but glare.

Not a word came from either of them. Briston had nothing to say to his prized possession. He had thought they were treating this creature quite well. Lewis had food and a comfortable place to live. It had been a folly to assume that Lewis was more human than fish. Clearly this escape attempt, poorly planned and executed it seemed, showed how his mind was slipping. It was an interesting observation, if Henry admitted it. Lewis, by Dr. Denman's notes, had always been so intelligent. Perhaps it was the lack of human interaction that was allowing the fish half of him to become so feral.

Regardless, there were consequences to be had. Letting Lewis dry out to this point was one of them. He needed to be taught a lesson. If he were to try again, he would leave him for dead. The other consequence he had yet to decide.

Briston knew how Will was progressing. According to Denman's latest report, the boy was nearly human. The data they had collected from the reversal of his condition was invaluable. With it Briston knew they were only months from finding a way of turning someone into a merperson. It excited him to see how the work had progressed.

With a push of a button on his phone, the door behind Briston opened and Lewis snarled. Men dressed in white lab coats walked in casually. Their grip on his tail was harsh as they began to move him from his torment. He bit his lip, tasting blood, as he tried to hold back a painful snarl as they roughly lifted him from the floor. He almost wished they would just knock him out. But no, now he knew the extent Sir Briston would go to keep him under control. Despite his desire to contact his friends, Lewis would not be trying to leave the water again.

They dumped him unceremoniously back into the tank that had become his home. The water was a soothing balm on his skin, yet sharp piercing pins as his raw skin soaked in the salt in the tank. The water around him became a double edged sword that quickened his mind and alerted him back to the reality of his situation. Cursing in his head he rested on the substrate of the tank, letting the water swirl around him. He lay there motionless until the lights of the study enclosed by his tank turned off and he was sure everyone was gone for the night.

Then, utterly alone, he broke down into pitiful tears and yelled into the tank. The pain of his skin was nothing in compared to the mental anguish of finally accepting that there was no escape. The realization that he was no more than a fish on display for amusement was what drove him over the brink. He blocked out the pain, the emotions, and he truly let his merman instincts take over. Lewis, or at least the small human shred that was left of him, shrank into a far corner of his mind. It was there he would wait, allowing his body to act on its own accord, until he had a reason to hope again.

-h-2-o-

Ash crept back into his classroom, pocketing his phone, and trying to hide the shock and excitement that were mixing through his mind. Cleo, somehow and incredibly, had made it to New Zealand. He'd already heard the whole story of what had happened to all of his friends through daily conversations with Emma. But this was one he hadn't been expecting. The magic ring, for that was the only explanation he had for it, had lead Cleo across the ocean and to where he happened to be going to school. It raised his suspicions tenfold. If Cleo was so sure that ring was leading her to Lewis, why in the seven seas had it lead her to him. He didn't have any better idea than the others where their missing friend could be. Heck, he still had the inkling thought that Lewis really was gone.

The teacher made her final announcement at the front of the class and then let them go for the day. Ash quickly gathered his belongings and shuffled out of the room. He had a brisk walk across campus to make it to his next class. This class was one of his strangest, yet one of his favorites at the same time. The professor whom had sought him out and praised him at orientation was the teacher. His methods were eccentric and sometimes stretched the ideas of business foundations – but that didn't mean his ideas weren't intriguing. Ash seemed to have gotten on his good side early and had been able to ask many questions and receive extra study help for his other classes.

Arriving at the door Ash was puzzled to see the classroom was vacant. He looked to the blackboard and frowned at the message found there. Apparently the professor was out on urgent personal business for the day. They would all be emailed their readings and the prepared slides. Shrugging he turned to go but a strange glimmer on the professor's desk caught his eye. The sensible voice in his mind told him it was none of his business and that he should get an early start on his homework.

But the suspicious side of him, the adventurous side that had grown with him becoming a merman, urged him to investigate. That voice was stronger and propelled him into the classroom. He shut the door and locked it behind him, not wanting other students to burst in and see him snooping.

It was a glass box of sorts that sat partially buried under unlabeled manila envelopes. He picked it up in his hands and turned it over. Something dark blue and tinged with white sat inside. Turning it around he finally realized what he was seeing. In this odd clear box was a pocket of water – and within that pocket of water were merman scales. A seething shock ran through him and he dropped the box back to the desk. Furry overcame him as he started to rifle through the folders, a dark truth settling in his chest.

The envelopes, left behind in a rush, held diagrams of a merman. Notes and scribbled observations covered the pages. And all over the papers were dates. Recent dates, as in yesterday, the day before – weeks back.

Quickly pulling out his phone he took pictures of the papers and the glass box. Anything that he thought might clue him into where Lewis would be he took a picture of it. The more pictures he took the more his anger grew. There were notes on how isolated the creature had become. He bit back a curse at how often Lewis was referred to as no better than a strange exotic specimen.

And that was the horrible truth of the evidence laid before him. His professor, the one he looked up to and who had already helped him so much in his studies, had Lewis. Lewis was, in fact, somewhere nearby. And his professor, Sir Henry Briston, might have all the answers to his whereabouts.

A panicked realization hit him as he tried to place all the papers and envelopes back as he had found them. If Sir Briston had Lewis, how much did he know about the rest of them? Ash thought back to that first meeting, when he hadn't realized who the man was. How Briston had very specifically greeted him. He thought back to the extra attention and how Briston had always seemed to be there and willing to help. The next truth hit him like a block of ice that froze him in his frantic motions.

He knew. Briston knew what Ash was. He knew about all of them. The panic grew in his cold chest and he raced from the room, having to get away from the place that had suddenly begun to feel like a trap. He needed to get back to his flat, somewhere safe where he could call Emma and the others. They needed to know that he finally had a real solid clue. That ring of Cleo's had led her exactly where she needed to be. But, he feared, if needed to be more than just him and Cleo if they were going to figure out how to find Lewis.

Back at his flat, with his door locked, he dialed Emma.

-h-2-o-

It was harder getting Cleo to a safe spot than either of them could have realized. She'd been hiding out under a deep pier all day, waiting for him. He'd dove into the water easily when he'd found her. It was there in there silent seclusion as the sun was beginning to set that Ash gave Cleo real hope and a new confidence. He'd found a link to Lewis. Or, at least, someone who might know where he was. It was unbelievable to Cleo that Ash had been this close to him the whole time.

They swam from the pier then, careful to watch out for predators, and tried to find a secluded place where Cleo could hide safely and that Ash could sneak away to easily. It took them a few hours, but finally they succeed just as Ash was sure he would collapse from exhaustion. As he lay on the beach, letting his tail dry, Cleo called her parents.

They were glad and angry at her phone call. Don gave Cleo an earful about how irresponsible what she had done was. Sam asked that she come home. Even Kim asked if any sharks had tried to eat her. Cleo took that last one as somewhat positive. When her family realized where she was they were shocked. She had swum so far and she was okay. She let them argue with her but she never told them she was coming back any time soon. She had proof that Lewis was nearby. There was no way Cleo was about to give that up for anything.

After a tense goodbye and promise to call again the next day, Cleo ended the call and returned the phone to a once again human Ash.

Ash had been studying Cleo as she had sat in the shallow water, arguing with her dad and step-mum. He was shocked by how much she had changed. Was Bella the same? What about Lewis? And then there was Will, who was missing. He was worried for his friends, especially Will. They had even less leads on him now than they did on Lewis.

But one problem at a time. That's what Emma had told them. They could find Lewis now, she was sure. As much as it pained Bella, they had to help Lewis as quickly as possible before Sir Henry Briston realized the advantage they had just gained.

Plans would be made in the morning. Cleo had been the one to suggest that there was nothing they could do tonight. In the morning she and Ash needed to look through the pictures he had taken and come up with a solid plan before they did anything rash. Now that she was so close she wasn't going to take any chances.

And so Ash returned to his flat and Cleo curled up in a patch of sea kelp as the night stretched into a brilliant expanse of stars overhead. There was an air of hope among the friends as they all drifted into sleep. Maybe, just maybe, they were going to be able to save Lewis.

**TA-DA! I know it's a bit shorter, but I wanted to get this posted before I lost motivation or my wonderful burst of inspiration. Feel free to let me know what you think in a review. The end, again, is coming. Lots of action, joy and even some heartbreak before we get there. Another update again super soon. Promise. Happy Swimming!**


	18. Lost Scales and Given Tails

**I know I've kept you all waiting, but I promise I'm still working on this story and I will finish it. I just moved so life's been crazy, but the end is coming. There's still plenty to be done but hopefully this chapter will not disappoint. I won't keep you longer – enjoy!**

**A quick thanks to all those who have faved or followed me and this story. Your continued support is motivation I can't go without.**

**AN: I do not own H2O, just my own ideas and wonderful dreams of swimming with the Mako Pod.**

Briston sat at the desk in his classroom. The whole ordeal with the merman had caused him to miss his last class of the day. He hated when his schedule was thrown off. Punishing the merman, Lewis, the way he had was only a start. That creature was not producing the results he had hoped for. There had been no further changes and he openly wasn't showing them his power. He had tried the trick of food to lure him to tell them more, but so far Lewis hadn't fallen for it again. The boy was determined to swim his laps over and over again. The creature had become so muscular, but lean. But Briston wouldn't feed him more. He wanted Lewis on the weak side so he couldn't escape again. That wasn't a mistake they were about to let happen a second time.

With a tired sigh he shuffled the papers on his desk into his briefcase. He'd completely forgotten them that early afternoon in his haste to go and check on Lewis. He had checked with his colleagues in the classrooms adjacent to his and they all assured him no one had disturbed anything. A fact he was also thankful for as he picked up his prized glass box and stared at the scales inside. Denman had sent them when they had captured the other merman. They wanted to preserve some of his DNA in that form. Once they had him turned completely human, they wanted to see if they could change him back again.

A jerky buzz drew his attention down to his phone. One of his field researchers, assigned to monitor the surrounding reefs, was calling him. Curious, he answered.

"Yes, Stevens?"

"Sir, the girlfriend has recently been spotted." The connection was full of static.

A tinge of excitement stirred in his stomach. "Cleo? That one?"

"Yes Sir. She passed our monitors headed to the far North West coast half an hour ago."

"Have you been following her?"

The line was silent for a few seconds. "Yes, but sir…"

The line filled with more static. "The other boy, the one we've been observing on land, he is with her."

Briston sat up straight in his chair, clenching the phone tight. "You mean Ash Dove?"

"Yes sir. It seems he has finally let his guard down. We have official sighting of him in his merman form."

He stood up from his desk now, too excited to sit, and started pacing. "This is the sort of opportunity we have been waiting for. Do you have the appropriate equipment for retrieval?"

The line went quiet for a moment. "Sir, yes, but they are moving away from the shore now."

He cursed. "I want them followed. At all costs do not give away that you are following them, but do not lose them. Your job depends on it."

Without waiting for a reply he hung up and then quickly dialed another number.

"Yes Sir."

It was his head lab scientist.

"Dr. Prat, I want you to ready the tank dividers and have them installed around the merman. We may have a possible addition to the collection soon."

"Yes Sir."

He hung up again without waiting for a reply. His heart beat rapidly in his chest. He had almost forgotten the excitement of the chase. Getting a hold of Lewis had been one sort of adventure – but being able to capture one of the mermaids. That would be something else. He knew Linda would want to be involved. He would have to inform her once he had his next specimen swimming in his tank.

Hurriedly he finished packing up his belongings and locked his classroom door behind him. He had much to observe back at his manor if he was to get everything ready. As long as his observation team did their job, Cleo was as good as theirs.

-h-2-o-

Scales that were now a dusty grayish blue, no longer vibrant, flaked off Will's tail in great patches. Beneath the sales strange pinkish skin began to show, cracked with veins and bruised at the edges. His tail fin was shriveled, cracked and splitting. The webbing that had once stretched between the membranes lay as dust on the floor by the metal table. The membranes themselves were shrunk and thickening into what strangely looked like elongated toes. The trunk of his tail was skinny and a deep groove ran from his pelvis to his fin. Slowly the groove grew deeper as his tail prepared to split back into legs.

Under the dead scales the bones and muscles were rearranging themselves, dissolving and regrowing here and there. The useless tail twitched and spasmed as different parts moved. Sometimes Will could feel it and he would whimper under the unescapable agony. When the morphine wasn't enough he would black out from the pain and have rare moments of blissful unawareness. But when he was awake, there was no merciful escape.

At least Denman had finally consented to give him morphine. It was only when he'd been up half a night screaming as his tail felt like it was on fire. Sophie had begged her to make it easier and the scientist had reluctantly consented.

Sophie watched fascinated, and partly horrified, as Will became more and more human. There were small moments where she felt twinges of guilt to what was happening to her brother. Then she would remember that if he had just stayed away from that horrid Bella, he wouldn't have been forced into this kind of situation. It was his own fault and now he just had to deal with the consequences.

Zane's thoughts and feelings were less endearing and far less complex. He stared on with no empathy and only a removed interest. His change back to human had been nowhere as dramatic. In fact, it had caused him no discomfort to leave the merman tail behind and regain his human legs permanently. Perhaps it was because he was already changing back to being human by some twist of fate. Or maybe Dr. Denman's serum, untested and mostly theory, was doing more harm than good. It wasn't like he really wanted to see Will suffer like this. He considered himself to be a generally good person. And Will had been a nice enough guy. But Sophie insisted it had to be like this.

So they watched and observed as Will became human. At times Denman would go rushing into the room to make sure Will was still breathing as monitors would go haywire. It was in those times that Linda too felt guilty. But then she always snapped out of it. She was not going to let her career continue to be in the tank because of these creatures. She had already done countless research and gained so much insight into molecular and cellular biology with Will's reversal. Compiling that with the data she had collected from her studies on Lewis - she almost had this mermaid thing figured out.

Without her benefactors realization she had started conducting preliminary gene therapy on lab mice to see if she could give them the mermaid characteristics. But as of yet they all died within seconds of injection. There was still a piece missing, but she didn't know what. Sir Briston had gotten Lewis to tell them about the moon pool, but she'd collected samples from there multiple times before. There had been absolutely nothing special about that place. She wrote it off as Lewis being an extraordinary liar.

It didn't matter really. She knew she would figure it out soon. At least, she hoped. Will would be human within hours at this rate and then Briston wanted her to try to make him a merman again. She knew she would have to let the boy rest and his body recover some. And Sophie wouldn't be allowed to know what happened. That was the only foreseeable problem with the plan. She was adamant about getting her brother back. Linda had yet to figure out what to do with her when they started phase two of the experiment.

Will, coming back to consciousness again, blinked blearily down at his malformed tail. To his surprise he could wiggle his toes – or at least the strange long flipper like protrusions connected to his tail. More scales continued to fall off and he winced at the skin underneath. It was unhealthy looking and he could feel his tail aching and throbbing despite the medication. The morphine must have been wearing off again because he was becoming more aware of the pain. He grimaced as he felt his knees reform, rising as bumps in the middle of his shortened tail.

He was going to walk again. Not that it had been that long since he had, a week or so (he thought) since he and Bella had changed completely. He'd only lived that way for a short time then they had disfigured him. Yelping he grimaced as he felt his flippers split and ankles start to reform. The pain pulsed up to his brain this time and he hollered. The morphine had definitely worn off. Within seconds he heard Denman rush in. He stretched and turned his face to her. Will wanted to beg her to stop this, to end the pain. He just wanted to be with Bella. She gazed down at him with emotionless eyes and injected more morphine into his clammy skin.

The seconds until it kicked in was enough to make him scream as his tail began to split all the way. Then, mercifully, he was knocked out and allowed to rest from the pain.

Linda covered Will's middle with a thick blanket as more and more of his physique returned to human. She had to monitor him closely now. There would be a lab tech constantly on duty to make sure nothing went wrong. The changes he was going through were rapid and she feared his body would shut down. She had no intention, despite her experiments, of letting the boy die. He was too valuable to her research for that.

-h-2-o-

Emma walked in the front door of her house, aware of how loud the door creaked as she tried and failed to shut it quietly.

"Emma?" Her dad's voiced called from the kitchen. "Will you come in here sweetheart?"

Hanging her head and wrapping her arms around herself, Emma shuffled to where her family sat at the kitchen table.

"Hi." She didn't look up at them, but rather stared down at her scuffed shoes.

"Em, dear, have a seat." Her mum gestured to the chair left vacant for her.

Sliding into the seat, Emma still didn't look up. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Elliot staring at her legs. She had told him the truth too, but she had yet to show him her tail. She hadn't shown her family anything about her mermaid side since Rikki had pulled her into the moon pool. She had the biggest suspicion that they were about to have a big family conversation about her.

"We wanted to sit down as a family and talk about…" her dad paused and looked anxiously over at his wife, then back at Emma. "Well, about what has happened to you.

Emma had to restrain her slight eye roll, a bad habit she had picked up from Rikki. It wasn't like it had just happened recently. She'd been like this for over three years now. Being a mermaid was simply her reality, but she knew that her family was going to have a much harder time with it. After all, she had been keeping this from them for so long.

Yet, she felt she had so much more to think about than this trifle with her family. She'd gotten a late phone call from Ash just before he'd headed back to Cleo. Apparently, it was Ash's head teacher that had been involved and possibly behind all of this the whole time. Emma knew she needed to let Ash and Cleo handle it before she and the other girls could get involved. But she also knew how anxious Cleo would be now that they almost knew were Lewis was. It had been well over four months since they had lost him and now that they had some sort of solution.

"We don't need to talk about it. I know it makes you uncomfortable." Emma moved to get up.

"Darling, please sit." Her mother looked at her pleadingly.

Pushing back all the mermaid drama, Emma sat firmly in her chair and decided that all she could do productive at the moment was focus on the issue at hand.

"Now, Sam and I have been talking a lot in the last few days. She herself has only known about all of this for a short time, but she has been very helpful. Your dad and I have been talking, and with Sam's encouragement, we've realized that we need to really talk with you about all of this…mermaid business." Mrs. Gilbert sat up straighter in her seat and set a look of grim determination on her face.

"Is it true, really?" Eliot kept looking at his parents then at his sister. "You kept telling Kim and me that you weren't." He looked heartbroken, realizing that the sister he had always trusted had been lying to him for a few years.

"Yes, Elliot, it's true." She could feel the tears welling in her eyes as she looked at her brother. "I would have told you if I thought it would have been safe. But you have to understand how scared I was." She looked over at her parents. "I thought if you all knew, you wouldn't love me anymore. Who could love a half fish that suddenly took the place of their human daughter?"

"Did you really think that?" Her dad looked at her and then reached out for her hand. "Emma, it's a complete shock. I never thought mermaids could be real. To find out my own daughter is one, and has been for a while, it's a bit hard to understand."

"I kept it a secret because I knew you would all never look at me the same." Emma glanced down at her hands that she had been ringing in her lap. A tear slipped down her cheek.

All four of them sat there silently until Elliot cleared his throat. "Can I see?"

Emma was startled. "What?" She stared at her little brother, baffled by the request she had just heard.

"Can I see your, you know, tail?" Elliot looked sheepish.

Out of all the things she had been expecting her family to say, that was not one of them. She looked towards their backyard where it was still light enough. Perhaps the best thing would be to show them again, to make it more real. Sighing deeply, she nodded and stood. "Yes, I can show you."

Her parents looked startled. All three of them stood and followed Emma out to the backyard. Without explanation or minced words she dove into the pool and staid under for the ten seconds it took for her tail to form. Once the bubbles had cleared she kicked her tail and poked her head above the surface. Elliot's mouth was hanging open in an exaggerated way. He rushed to the pool edge and knelt down so that he could peer closer.

"What does it feel like?" He looked up at his sister who was floating a foot or so from the edge.

Emma gave a tentative, unsure smile. "The transformation?"

Shaking his head Elliot pointed down past her waist. "No, Em. What does it feel like to have a tail?"

Looking up Emma glanced at her parents who were standing close together and still by the glass doors that lead out to the pool. They obviously weren't sharing their son's enthusiasm and curiosity for answers.

"Well, it's different. I don't have knees so I can bend my tail forward and in so many different directions. And it's heavier than my legs so I can stay more buoyant in water than before." Emma realized she'd never had to explain this kind of stuff before. She hadn't even realized she'd thought about all of this.

"Is it slimy?" Elliot reached closer.

Laughing Emma let her tail float closer to the surface so Elliot could reach it. "I don't think so, but you tell me."

Elliot brushed a hand down where her calves would have been and squeaked in surprise. "It's warm and bumpy!" He poked it a few times and then smiled at his sister. "You've really had this tail for three years?"

Nodding and smiling she watched her brother. His reaction was surprising but amazing. Emma was so grateful that he didn't react like Kim had. That had always been one of her biggest fears, that Elliot would reject her and want nothing to do with her.

He finally sat back and gave Emma one long last hard look. "I understand."

Confused, Emma lowered her tail and swam closer to him. "What do you understand?"

"Why you had to keep it a secret. If people knew they'd want to experiment on you." He gave her that award winning smile of his. He was going to be quite the lady killer one day.

Ignoring how wet she was, Emma leaned out of the water as far as she could and wrapped her brother in a hug. He gasped as he was soaked and then hugged her back. Elliot then turned back to their mum and dad and realized they were still just standing there.

"Dad? Mum?" Emma propped her arms on the pool deck and stared up at them.

Her parents stared for a minute more until her mom finally broke away and took a few steps forward. She knelt down next to her son and stared at her daughter.

"Emma, dear, you must understand how strange we find all of this." She looked back at her husband who finally sidled over and stood by her.

Looking down Emma nodded. "It was really strange for me to. Suddenly almost everything about my life was different. I had to quit the swim team, suddenly any drop of water became a danger to me and I had to keep this huge secret where I'd never had a secret before in my life." She looked back up and saw her parents staring at her intently. "I wanted to tell you but the fear of how you would react…"

"Ems, we weren't going to stop loving you. Do I have to say it again?" Her dad finally lowered himself down to her level. Mr. Gilbert kept glancing at her tail.

"No, but I was afraid you would try to get me tested or have experiments run on me. And now with what's happened with Lewis, you can see how my fears have been verified." Emma brushed back some of her blond hair. "Cleo, Rikki and I learned how to deal with this on our own. Now with Bella and our boyfriends it's like having our own pod. No longer does it seem like such a strange thing. It's something I've embraced and that I love."

Her mom grabbed her hand. "It's just going to take us some time. We understand the importance of not letting anyone else know, of course. But we don't want you involved in anything else to do with this…" She nodded to her tail, "mermaid nonsense."

"Have you tried to act normal? Just ignore it and it will go away?" Her dad was now resolutely looking only at his daughter's face. He obviously wasn't as okay with it as his wife claimed to be.

Emma, completely confused and slightly offended by the suggestion, slid her hand from her mom's and backed up a few feet from them. "Ignore it?"

Elliot saw the change in his sister's face. To be honest he didn't want his sister to be normal. Having a mermaid for a sister was the coolest thing ever.

"Ignore it?" Emma's voice was slightly higher this time. "All it takes is one drop of water, dad, just one and I grow a fish tail. I can only take baths because standing in a shower is completely impossible. It would be like ignoring breathing. You can't."

Mr. Gilbert frowned. "Have you tried fixing it though? Changing back?"

Emma frowned and shook her head. "Only once have I ever tried and it was because the same scientist who captured Lewis tried to experiment on me." She kicked her tail a little and raised herself slightly higher out of the water. "I love who I am. I am better for being a mermaid and never want to go back to being just human."

Frustrated that her parents weren't being as accepting as she was hoping she let herself sink down to the bottom of the pool and swam to the farthest corner from where her family was. After a minute or so she glanced up and saw that her parents were gone, but Elliot still sat there. Rolling her eyes she swam back up to him and splashed him slightly.

"Hey!" He laughed and smiled at his sister. "So, do you feel better now?"

Smiling a little bit she shook her head. "I just wish they were as good about this as you are being."

"Well, I think it's pretty cool." He smiled at looked at his sisters golden tail again.

"You think the tail is cool, check this out." She lifted her hand and then froze a patch of water in front of her.

"Whoa!" Elliot jumped up. "You can freeze water! Can you show me again?"

For the next few minutes Emma showed her brother how well her powers worked. She even made it snow a little bit over his head. After he was satisfied with how cool her powers were, she pulled herself out of the pool by the shallow end. Elliot helped her lift her tail all the way onto the pool deck and then they waited for her tail to dry.

"You know, mum and dad will come around." He glanced back to the house where it was quiet.

Sighing Emma nodded and nudged his shoulder. "I know. I can't expect them to really be completely fine with this. I mean, I have had a lot longer to adjust to the idea."

A moment later her body turned to bubbles and then she sat there, legs stretched out and completely human. Her thoughts turned to Cleo and Bella, who were both sleeping in the water somewhere. At least this was something small to be grateful for.

"Why don't we go inside and watch that favorite movie of yours?" Emma smiled at her endearing brother.

"Sounds great!" He jumped up, grabbed her hand to help her up and together they walked back into their house.

-h-2-o-

Cleo tossed on the waves, literally. And it was starting to get frustrating. Out in the ocean she'd crawled onto little sand tolls that she'd found, able to sleep in the tide on the shoreline. But here that was way too dangerous. Ash had assured her that this beach was secluded, but did she want to take the chance that someone could find her? She was so, so close to Lewis nothing was going to stop her. Yet, as she for the first time in three years started to feel sea sick, she knew she needed to take action. The next wave she was wrapped in landed her back on the seaweed she'd curled up on. Ash had helped her gather it to form a bed, but it just wasn't doing the trick. With a deep sigh through her gills she flicked her tail and pushed herself up onto the sand. She had just dug in with her hands to anchor herself when rope tightened around her body.

"No!" She screamed as loud as she could and thrashed her tail hard. The ropes only tightened and within seconds she was unable to move.

"No! No!" She tried to move her hand out far enough to use her powers to push the water against those who were trying to kidnap her, but she barely made ripples.

A sharp pierce hit her tail and she screeched. "Please!" The word echoed off the beach as she was dragged back into the water. All she saw was wet suits as her view went black.

-h-2-o-

It was dark in the lab and only one of Denman's trusted lab techs seemed to be at the control panels that monitored Will's vital signs. The hour must have been late since he was asleep and snoring into his chest. Will gasped and panted as he squirmed on the table. The week long pain that had been coursing through his body had turned into a pervasive ache that reached from his shoulders to his toes. Yes, his toes. He kept glancing down at them and following the view up his calves and thighs. He had legs. Regular human legs. Earlier in the day two lab techs had slipped him into a pair of hospital scrubs. The two clothed legs fascinated him more than they should have. For the last few hours he'd felt like Ariel, testing out his old and yet new appendages. At least she'd had a seagull to work her through it. Will's brain, on the other hand, seemed to be glitching.

Physically he was human, but his brain was still wired for his merman form. He could wiggle his toes, but only because he thought about flicking the end of his tale. He still hadn't figured out how to get his knees to bend fully. Half the time he would cringe as he kept trying to bend them the wrong way. Denman's twisted experiment had worked, but it now left him crippled and ruined. He couldn't swim with Bella and he couldn't walk with the humans.

"Will?"

The voice from the door made him jump and he looked back over his shoulder.

It was Sophie. He glared at her and then turned away. "Didn't I suffer enough today? Can't you just let me try to get some sleep?"

Sophie shut the thick door behind her and glanced through the observation window to where the guard slept soundly. The sleeping pills she had slipped him earlier were in full affect. There would be no witness to what she was about to do. She'd even shut down the video cameras for the next hour to make sure Denman would have no proof of her involvement.

"Look," she stood by Will and inwardly grinned at his human appearance. "I'm actually here to help you so if you could be nice to me that would make this go easier."

Will glanced back at her, baffled. "Help me?" He raised his voice. "You want to help me?!" He pulled against his restraints, but to no major effect.

"Yes." Sophie looked at him, deadpan seriousness on her face. "I found something out today and I've decided that Denman has served her purpose for us."

"I don't want your help Sophie. I much prefer Denman to you right now. At least she's not my sister. At least she's not my own flesh and blood who would torture me because she couldn't accept me for what I was."

Sophie shook her head and then pulled out a needle. "It's that Bella. She's somehow convinced you that being a freak of nature was what you wanted. But now that I have you human again, I am not going to let anything else happen to you."

She slipped the needle into his neck and depressed the top. "I found one of her files when I was on duty this afternoon. She's planning on furthering her experiments on you. She wants to change you back into a merman again."

Will felt his heart race. Could she do that? Then he quickly remembered the unnatural and painful way she had just made him human. No, he did not want that. He stared at Sophie as he started to get drowsy from the injection. He would have to play along as the good brother. He would have to act that he had seen the error of his ways. The only one who could help him now would be his pod. Bella, who was a mermaid through and through, would know what to do. He would get his tail back the right way.

"You're right, Soph." His eyes drooped. "I don't want that. Please, help me." He felt her loosen his bonds and pull him onto a stretcher. The door opened and he was wheeled down the hall. The fresh ocean breeze brushed over him as he stopped fighting the drug in his system. Free. Bella. He was almost there.

-h-2-o-

"Ash, please calm down." Emma gripped her cell phone tightly. She was at Bella's boat house. She'd had a fretful night sleep, replaying the conversation between her and her family. This was not the kind of phone call she wanted to be getting before eight in the morning. Bella floated close by and Rikki sat next to her.

"Emma she's gone!" Ash paced on the beach, looking up and down for any sign of his friend.

"Are you sure she didn't go out to a nearby reef to get breakfast?" Emma tried not to let panic rise up in her throat. Ash was already panicking enough for the both of them.

"We agreed last night that she would wait until I came. Then we would know it was safe and we were going to swim out together." He knelt down, just out of reach of the tide, and stared at the patch of seaweed she had mushed together as a rough mattress.

"Wait! I found something!" Littered in the seaweed were a handful of Cleo's scales. They were torn and there was blood on some of them. "Ems…"

She heard the change in his tone immediately. "What did you find?" She glanced at her two friends. They looked grim with worry.

"There are a lot of her scales here in the seaweed she was sleeping on. They're broken and some have blood on them." He paused. "Briston has her, doesn't he." He said it more as a statement than as a question.

The four of them were quiet, Ash cursing in his mind. He shouldn't have left her alone. It was stupid. Maybe Briston found out that Ash had been snooping. Maybe he had him under closer surveillance than any of them had thought. Briston and his cronies must have somehow known Cleo was here.

"Ash, if he does, then Briston is going to take her to Lewis." Emma was thinking, trying to not cry.

"He's going to experiment on her." Ash whispered and quite quickly felt sick to his stomach, sitting down hard on the sand. "We've lost both of them now. She was the only one who had any way of finding Lewis."

Emma looked at Rikki who shook her head. She didn't know what they were to do. Bella was just staring down into the water. Her thoughts were still so focused on Will and what could be happening to him. She really was only hearing half of the conversation.

"Look, get away from the water and Briston for now. Don't let him get you too." Her voice caught in her throat. "I'm going to think of something." A tear fell down her cheek.

Ash heard her gasp and knew Emma was crying. "I promise Emma. I'll stay hidden. We will think of something." He paused and stood up. "We have to."

With a promise to call in an hour once Ash had found somewhere Briston couldn't get to him, they hung up their phones.

"Well," Rikki boiled the water around her in agitation. "This is just great." A lone tear made its way down her cheek too.

**Cleo is missing but is Will now safe? Next chapter is going to be a great one and the culmination of our story. Stay tuned and happy swimming!**


	19. Fix These Scars

**So, right after I finished writing the previous chapter, the idea for this chapter exploded in my mind and I just had to write it down. Aren't y'all just lucky, ha-ha. This story has evolved in ways I never expected, but I'm happy with how it's turning out. This chapter is very Will/Bella eccentric, but I think is going to be one of my favorite chapters. Happy reading!**

**AN: I do not own H2O or it characters. I only own a quiet love for angst and hopeless romance. *sigh***

Bella sat alone in her boat house. Her parents were at work and Rikki and Emma were out swimming, trying to work off the tension of the latest disaster in their lives. Bella tried to care. She loved Cleo as a sister and worried about her, but her heart was broken. Will had been gone for well over a week. She now understood on an intimate level how Cleo had felt for all of these months. The heartbreak of losing the one person you loved more than yourself was immense. She felt broken and torn. Her engagement ring hung loosely from her neck. Occasionally she would lift it to her face and kiss it. If she ever got her hands on Sophie or Denman, she would show them the true power of a mermaid. She would make them feel the pain she was feeling.

As it was she was completely useless. Emma and Rikki could walk on land and interact with their families and do research. Bella felt so water logged that she didn't dare go near paper let alone a computer. All she was good for was bouncing ideas off of, and she was getting tired of it. Letting Cleo go had been a mistake. Three of them were now missing and in grave peril. And still, here she sat contemplating how this could have happened. She sighed and bubbles slipped out her gills. Her tail swished in agitation, eager for a swim. All this pent up energy was doing her no good. Already she had turned heaps and gobs of water into gelatin. Some of it she'd let turn back into water, other piles she'd tried to carve into shapes and figures. Without Cleo's help though, her sculptures were pitiful. Cleo had always been the more artistic one in their group.

"Bella, honey!" Her mum walked into the boathouse and stared down at her daughter.

Bella knew her mum could see her puffy eyes and the nonstop quivering lip.

"Hey, Emma just called. She says Ash just checked in." Her mum's voice was quiet.

Bella nodded and then turned away from her mum.

Sighing in resignation her mum walked back into the house. She and Mr. Hartley had no clue how to help their daughter. When it came to her mermaid life they were fully loving and accepting. But when it came to heartbreak, they were completely inexperienced. Before their move to the Gold Coast, Bella had always been so careful not to get involved with any boys. It had always been too risky. When Mrs. Hartley had found out about this boy who had discovered her daughter's secret, she had been horribly fearful. These teenage crushes ended. What was to keep the boy from talking when he and her daughter eventually broke up?

But Bella and Will hadn't broken up. If anything they had grown closer and closer together with their many adventures and mutual love for the ocean. Then Will had changed as well and joined Bella in her world. Mrs. Hartley embraced that day as one of her favorites. It was the day she finally felt that her daughter might never be alone again. Then everything had fallen apart for Bella. It broke hers and Mr. Hartley's hearts to see their daughter mope in the boat house. She prayed that Will would be found. With no leads she knew it was a long shot. Not even Will's sister had been seen. The police had turned up no evidence and they couldn't exactly let them find him. Letting anyone else in on the secret of her daughter's friends would be a disaster.

Mrs. Hartley sighed and began making her daughter's favorite lunch. Emma and Rikki would be back from their swim soon. At least when they were around Bella tried to act somewhat hopeful. That was better than the teary blue eyes. Mr. and Mrs. Hartley had seen enough of those in the last week to last them a life time.

-h-2-o-

Will lay on the cot Sophie had set up in the small flat she'd rented. She had been very careful to sneak Will in during the middle of the night so no one knew he was there. According to Sophie, they weren't even on the Gold Coast anymore. She even had plans at the end of the week to move them farther inland away from where Denman could search for them. To keep up appearances and remove suspicion she had even gone back to the lab this morning when Denman had called her in a panic.

It'd been hard for Sophie to act outraged and surprised when Denman had screamed that Will was missing. Sophie felt she'd never given a better performance of heartbreak in her life. At the moment Denman thought she was out looking for evidence to what could have happened to her brother. Linda would never think Sophie took him. After all, she still firmly believed Sophie knew nothing of what had been planned as phase two of the current experiment. Sophie needed to keep Denman's trust for as long as possible until she and Will were safe.

For a while after Sophie left, Will lay there on the cot, staring up at the dusty white ceiling. A water bottle and a plate of fruit sat near him, but he'd hardly looked at it. He'd been saved from one prison to be locked in another. Sophie had quickly caught on that Will couldn't walk. She thought it was a side effect of the transformation and half delusional that he could learn again with some physical therapy. Will didn't want to tell her what was really going on. The fear that she would turn around and take him back to Denman for a solution was too great. Best to wiggle his toes when she was watching to make her think it was all going to be okay.

He knew better. He still couldn't bend his knees right. In desperation he had even tried to move one leg independently form the other, but it simply didn't work. When he thought of his legs and moving them, he couldn't figure out how to move them correctly. Yet as soon as he thought of swimming, his legs would flop and jerk. He'd knocked his covers off and made a lamp crash so far. Some part of him knew he should be thankful he wasn't completely paralyzed and that he was away from the needles and tests. Then a bigger part of him would kick in and remind him that he wasn't with Bella.

That was his ultimate goal, to get back to his fiancé. With Sophie gone, pretending to search for him most of the day, he had an idea. A crazy idea that was going to hurt, but he was desperate. Even if it meant Sophie and him never saw each other again. With what she had done to him, he could live with that. She had stopped acting like his sister and he no longer wanted to act like her brother.

With a heave and a twist of his upper body he threw himself off the cot. The cot slid backwards and he tumbled sideways. Yelling he landed partly on the table before collapsing all the way onto the tile floor. The fruit plate scattered around him while the water bottle burst open and soaked his scrubs. Foolishly he waited for his tail to form. Then his rational mind kicked in. Water couldn't have that kind of effect on him anymore. With his strong arms he pulled himself across the tile, moving his toes the best he could to inch forward towards the door. He remembered when he'd been forced to do a similar thing when he'd accidently transformed in his boat house. That had been easy compared to the pain and ache he had to push through now. He kept going, knowing there were neighbors on either side of the flat. With a heave and heavy rapid breathing he reached the door. For a minute he just lay there, too exhausted to do anything else. Finally, feeling like he could move again, he pounded on the door to the flat.

"Help!" He yelled as loud as he could between the bangs of his fists on the feeble wood. He tried to push against the wall into a sitting position. "Somebody! Can anybody hear me!" He yelled at the top of his lungs. He banged louder on the door. Maybe he'd be able to break it down himself.

Half an hour must have passed as he screamed and banged. His throat was raw and his fists and knuckles had become bloody. He thought of giving up before Sophie came back, but then he heard someone answer on the other side of the door.

"Hello? Are you okay in there?" A soft, croaky voice came muffled through.

"I've been kidnapped!" He banged again. "Please help me out. I can't reach the handle and I can't walk!" He banged a few more times for emphasis. The voice sounded like it belonged to an old lady.

"What?" There was a scuffle than he heard someone call the old lady that had answered grandma.

"Hello?" This voice was stronger and masculine. He should be able to help.

"Yes! Please get help. I can't walk and I can't open the door." There was silence. Will had to convince them. "I can't reach the handle. My name is Will; I was kidnapped and need help."

"Kidnapped?" The guy on the other side of the door cursed and a moment later Will heard him on his phone talking to the police.

"Don't worry dear. We're going to get you out of there." The old lady sounded reassuring. "What did you say your name was?"

"Will. Will Benjamin. I went missing from the Gold Coast." He felt his heart beat with elation and he rested his head against the door. Now the police just had to get there before Sophie got back. She was skilled enough with words that Will was afraid she could convince these people he'd been playing a prank on them.

"Will, I've got the police on the line. They're headed this way now." The masculine voice was closer to the door again. "How did you get here? Wasn't there a young woman living here?"

Here Will paused and thought. Sophie; what were they going to do with Sophie? But, really, did he care? She'd picked sides. She'd made her choice. For what his sister had done to him, he decided to answer truthfully.

"That girl's name is Sophie, and she's my sister. She has mental problems and kidnapped me. She's been holding me here trying to convince me that I'm a…" he smiled wryly, "that I'm a merman. She's done something to my legs. I think I'm paralyzed."

"Oh dear!" The grandmother sounded shocked.

The lady kept trying to console him as Will waited with baited breathes. The mantra of what if Sophie was to show up kept floundering through his mind. Finally echoing and running steps sounded in the hallway and the man called out to them. "He's in this flat. He says his sister kidnapped him and has done something to his legs.

A gruff voice called out to Will. "Sir, are you hurt?"

Will looked down at his body. His skin still looked bruised on his legs from the reverse transformation. Not to mention that they just didn't look right and he was too skinny.

"I can't walk.

"Can you open the door?"

"I can't reach the handle." He looked at his battered hands. They throbbed almost as badly as his damaged legs.

"Sir, we're going to break it open. We need you to back up as far as you can."

Will, summoning what strength he had left, dragged his broken body backwards. It took a minute but finally he felt out of reach of the swing of the door. "Okay!" He hollered.

A resounding crack issued as something heavy was rammed onto the locked handle. Will watched the wood crack and then the door swung open. The light poured in and he saw two male officers standing there along with the young man and the grandma who had initially come to his rescue.

Will was saved. The police officers rushed towards him. They were shortly followed by two emergency medical technicians who began looking him over and asking him questions about how he felt. He winced as he tried to move his legs. He would have yelled if his throat wasn't already sore and swollen from all the yelling he had done.

With trained practice the two EMTs lifted him from the floor onto a stretcher and followed the police officers out of the flat. They were half way down the hall when a very feminine yell reached them.

"What are you doing?"

Sophie. Will's heart began pounding.

The lead officer stopped her and moved her out of the way as the EMTs walked by. Will looked at her, trying to keep his emotions off his face.

"Do you know him?" The officer watched Sophie's face.

"That's my brother."

Will could no longer see them, but the next words were unmistakable.

"Mam, we need to take you into custody for the kidnapping of Will Benjamin."

The EMTs began moving down the stairs and the rest of the officer's words were lost to him. He turned his head and looked straight up as they made it into the open where the ambulance was waiting. He felt bad for Sophie. Denman was the real culprit, and she was really only an accomplice. But the more he thought about it, the less guilty he felt. They had Sophie in custody. Maybe now they could get Denman too.

The ambulance doors shut around him as he was pushed into the back of the vehicle. Bags of fluid were hooked up to him and he could feel his body and mind, for the first time in what felt like half a lifetime, begin to relax. He was safe. Bella. Soon, he could go back to Bella.

-h-2-o-

She was crying again. It was pitiful, Bella knew, but she couldn't stop. Her heart hurt so much she was inconsolable. She needed to go for that swim. A long, draining swim so she could get at least a little bit of sleep that night.

"Bella!"

It was her dad. She ignored him. Emma was probably on the phone again, calling to check up on her.

The sliding door to the boat house slid open with such force that there was a bang of metal. Bella whirled around and stared at her dad in shock.

"Bella!" He was gripping the phone tight and her mum was right behind him at his shoulder.

She stared at their faces. They looked shocked… and happy?

"What?"

"Dear, they found him! They found Will." Her dad knelt down by the pool and wrapped his daughter into a tight hug.

Will? The tears poured faster down her face as the words sank in. Her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest. She pulled back from her dad and stared at her parents.

"How? Where?" Her voice cracked.

"He's at a hospital in Sydney. The doctor said he's under intensive care and can't have visitors at least until tomorrow." Her mum glanced down at her tail. "But he's alive and he's safe. He gave them our phone number as his emergency contact."

Of course he would. "Oh my heck." She whispered and started full on crying.

"Oh honey." Her mum slipped into the water and wrapped Bella in a huge hug. Bella gripped onto her mum, crying into her shoulder.

"Mum, mum." Bella didn't know what to say. Will, he was at the hospital.

Wait… the hospital?

She sniffed as reality hit her. "Mum!"

Her mum backed up, shocked at Bella's sudden switch in demeanor. "Darling, what?"

Her dad sat there, listening to some sort of explanation from the doctor still on the phone.

"He's at a hospital. They're going to figure out about him being a merman." Bella began to panic now. Sure Will was safe from Sophie and Denman, but now he faced a whole other horror of the entire medical field finding about him not being human.

"Thanks. We'll drop by tomorrow morning first thing." Her dad hung up the phone and placed it safe out of reach of the lapping boat house water.

"He's fine dear." Bella's dad sighed and stared down at his wife and daughter. "The doctor says all of his bloodwork came back normal."

"Normal?" Bella didn't understand.

"He said he's severely dehydrated, bruised, and his legs are slightly mutilated." He took a deep breathe. "Also, although he's not paralyzed, his brain doesn't seem to be able to communicate with his legs correctly. From the x-rays and scans that they've done, the neurons in his brain seem to be misfiring." He put a hand on Bella's cheek. "He can't walk honey."

Bella shook her head. "What? He's human?" He was paralyzed. "What did they do to him?!" She yelled and thrashed her tail. Her mum winced and climbed out of the water.

"He's alive, that's what's most important right now." Her dad stood and grabbed a nearby towel and placed it around his wife's shoulders.

Bella's head was swimming. What had happened to Will? The tears began again. He was safe but hurt. He was alive, but human.

And she couldn't go see him. She stared at her parents in horror and envy, then down at her tail. "You're going to go see him?"

Her mum nodded. "Of course. We'll leave your phone here by the water." She looked up at her husband. "We can try doing a video chat so you can see him." Mrs. Hartley knew it was a feeble solution. She wanted Bella to be there for Will. She wanted nothing more than for her daughter to be able to go to her fiancé. But there was the whole tail and stuck in the water situation.

"That's not good enough." Bella shook her head and wiped the tears from her face. "I have to see him."

Before her mum and dad could protest she dove underwater and dashed out at super speed towards Mako.

-h-2-o-

Ms. Chatam sat cross-legged on the sand of the moon pool when Bella swam in. Bella's gills were flapping hard from the exertion and emotions swirling through her.

"There you are my dear."

Bella looked up, startled. "Ms. Chatam?"

"It's a full moon tonight dear." The older lady played with the beads tied about her waist.

Bella glanced up to the volcanic opening. It was just barely getting dark outside. Was it already that time of the month again?

"What you are seeking, it's a hard thing to ask of the magic. Even I cannot foresee the consequences it may have."

"What I'm seeking?" Bella frowned. The old lady was talking in riddles again. How did she even know she was going to be here? "I'm not looking for Will anymore, they've found him. He's at a hospital."

"Yes dear, I know." Ms. Chatam gazed at the young mermaid intently. "But you seek to be with him."

"Of course I do!" Bella swirled the water with her tail. The light above dimmed a little more as the stars started to become visible. "Will is everything to me, but for once being a mermaid means I can't be with him! He's human because of what his sister and that crazy lady did to him. And because of the moon magic, I'm stuck like this!"

"What do you want to do dear?" Ms. Chatam didn't bat an eye at Bella's outburst, but remained calm in an effort to calm Bella back down.

Bella cried out and pushed herself up high in the water. "I want to be with him!"

Her words echoed off the walls of the moon pool. More stars appeared overhead and the water began to take on its bioluminescent glow.

"Are you sure?" Ms. Chatam stood and towered over the water.

For once Bella thought the senile woman looked a little threatening.

"He has given up so much to be with you. What have you given up for him? What have you done to deserve him?" Ms. Chatam pulled a small metal box from a hidden pocket and fingered it in her hands.

Taken back, Bella lowered back down until only her head was above water. It was true. Will gave up being human for her. He had probably just given up his sister for her. And now he couldn't even walk. That had been given up for her too. And yet she hadn't given up anything for the boy she loved. Did she really deserve someone as good and selfless as him?

"But I do love him." She whispered into the water.

"Then be there for him." Ms. Chatam knelt down and offered the box towards Bella. "If you take this, you trade what you loved most for who you love most."

Bella felt the water start to bubble around her as the moon began to rise over Mako. She glanced up, tears in her eyes, as the moon came into view. Another one of Ms. Chatam's riddles. For once though, she understood. "I accept it. Whatever happens, I accept it." She reached out and opened the box proffered to her.

Inside sat a ring just like the one that had been given to Cleo. With an understanding not her own she slipped it onto her finger just as the moon pool surged to life around her. Bubbles swirled and her tail tickled. Familiar golden bubbles and flecks drew up around her and floated into the air. A queasy feeling settled in her gut and she closed her eyes against the swirling.

Mere seconds later the water calmed and Bella gasped as water slipped down her throat as she sunk under the surface. Sputtering she kicked back up and paddled for the ledge. She hung there and took in great breathes of air.

She felt her lungs expand in her chest and she closed her eyes again. Her clothes hung to her, the same ones she had been wearing the last day she'd had legs. Feeling her way around, eyes still shut tight, and with Ms. Chatam's help, she climbed out of the water and collapsed on the dry sand.

The blue ring pulsed on her finger as the moon slipped out of view.

-h-2-o-

Will opened his eyes to the soft beeping around him. Night was just slipping away as the first warm rays of sunlight appeared on the horizon. He stared at the brilliant sunrise through his hospital window. His legs twitched lightly and he frowned.

What a crazy dream he'd had. Bella had been running to him and they'd been laughing. He hadn't dreamt about Bella running in at least half a year. Not since he found out she was a mermaid. In his dreams Bella always had her gorgeous golden tail.

A gentle knock sounded on his door and the nurse walked in.

"Good morning Will. Just need to draw some more blood. Nurse Janni will be up in an hour with breakfast."

Will nodded and closed his eyes, trying to keep his breathing under control as he was poked. He had to remind himself every time that it wasn't so they could experiment on him. These nurses were here to help. He was safe. That didn't stop him from flinching as he felt the needle go into his skin.

"There, good job." Barbara smiled at her patient. Something awful must have happened to him. He always looked like death was about to take him when she drew his blood.

"Be back later dear." The nurse walked out, shutting the door behind her.

Will sighed and pushed a button on his bed so he could sit up straight. He watched his legs as he was propped up. His toes twitched again, but still nothing from his knees. Dizzy he closed his eyes again when there was another knock and the door opened.

"Barbara?" He kept his eyes closed. Did she forget something?

"Will?"

Did he drift off to sleep so quickly? That voice sounded exactly like…"

"Will?" He felt a warm hand on his.

His eyes snapped open and he turned to look at the most beautiful girl he knew. "Bella?"

Tears filled her ocean blue eyes as her fingers entwined with his. She leaned in and rested her forehead on his. "Will."

His head swam in confusion. He wasn't asleep, he knew that. Sleep was fuzzy and disconnected. Bella's hand in his and the warmth of her breathe on his cheek was very real. But she was standing there. Standing!

"Bella?" He voiced cracked and he felt his own tears slip down his face.

She didn't respond but started sobbing as her shoulders shook. Not able to stand it he dropped her hand and pulled her to him. Her arms slipped around his neck and she pressed her face into the crook of his shoulder. Both cried as Will lay there and Bella stood. Relief flooded the two of them and their hearts beat together in their chests.

As the tears dried up and her breathing returned to normal, Bella pulled back. Will realized finally that Bella's parents were standing in the doorway. He beckoned them in. Mr. Hartley pushed a chair towards the bed and Bella sank into it, her hand finding its way back into Will's.

With the Hartley's standing and Bella adamantly staring at him, Will knew he was safe. The horrors and fears of what had happened to him sunk down and backed out of his mind as he stared at the love of his life. Questions were flooding his mind now, questions that he needed answers to.

"Bella, how are you here?" He glanced down at her legs, covered only by sandals and shorts.

She smiled and then looked at the pointer finger on the hand clenched in his. A silver ring with a strange blue stone sat there. Will could feel it giving off magic.

"You have given so much up for me." She blinked back the familiar tears and glanced at Will's legs, covered by the cotton blanket. "During the full moon last night I was in the moon pool." She dropped her gaze. "Ms. Chatam was there. She gave me this ring."

Her parents stared down at them. Bella had already explained this last night when she had walked in her front door.

"When the moon pool stopped bubbling, I was human." She slipped the ring off her finger and handed it to Will.

He let it rest in his palm, unsure what to do with it.

"I can't change back, Will." A lone tear dripped onto their tangled fingers. "With or without that ring, when in water I have legs. Out of water I have legs. I don't even have my powers anymore."

"Bella!" He kept glancing from her face to the ring and back again. "Why did you do that? I'm going to get out of here. I would have come to you!"

Bella reached up her free hand and placed a finger on Wills lips, silencing him. "The doctors very clearly explained what has happened to you." She glanced around. "Whatever Denman and the others did to you, it changed you. Ms. Chatam says the magic was taken from you."

She moved her finger and grabbed the ring from him. "You can't walk Will."

"I'll teach myself how to again." Will tried to move his legs, but they just twitched oddly.

Bella smiled and then glanced back at her parents. They got the hint and left the room.

Once alone Bella stood from the chair and pulled back the blanket covering Will. She gasped at his legs. They were malformed and bruised. The bones bent funny and his knees looked locked and swollen.

"Will, the doctor says you won't walk again."

He wanted to protest but saw the seriousness on her face.

"What kind of life could we have had," Bella ran a shaky hand down his calf, "with me only able to swim and you only able to move around in a wheel chair. If you tried to swim with me, I would only be afraid of you floundering around trying to keep up."

"So what, you gave up your tail?" Will was incredulous. "Bella! You're a mermaid! You've been a mermaid most of your life. You can't give that up for me!"

Bella whirled on him, leaning in until she was mere inches from his face. "You have given up everything for me." She lowered her voice. "I gave up what I loved most for who I love most." She kissed him gently. "It was my sacrifice to make, and I made it willingly." She gently rested her hands on his chest and kissed him again. "I love you Will. I want to spend the rest of my human life with you."

"Bella…" Will didn't know what to say. His heart broke for her, but at the same time he was amazed by this strong, beautiful woman that he loved.

He leaned in and kissed her deeply. "I love you more than swimming. I love you more than air." He wrapped her in his arms. "Thank you, Bella."

"Forever, Will. You promised me."

He nodded into her hair and breathed in deep.

"Forever. Human and broken, but forever." Will vowed again.

Bella, finally, smiled and felt her heart mend. Together they would face the future. Will would get better and she would make sure of it. In the meantime, they were going to do all that they could to help their friends. Two of them were still missing. Bella was going to make sure she got them back too.

***Hides behind a rock.* Don't hate me, but I do love this chapter. The plot continues in the next chapter so stick around. Can you feel the climax building? As always, reviews are love and I would definitely love to know your thoughts and feelings about what just went down here.**

**Happy Swimming!**


	20. Bricks and Stones May Brake These Bones

**For your information! This chapter has been completely changed and updated from how it used to be. Please let me know what you think! Without any more wait, enjoy!**

**AN: I do not own H2O or its characters. I only own my own maddening thoughts. *sigh***

Rikki stood back by the door as she watched her friends in the hospital room. Well, most of her friends. Emma was talking adamantly with Bella over by the window. Will had dozed off to sleep again. They had him on some strong pain meds while his legs healed the best they could. She couldn't believe what had happened. While Emma and Rikki had been sleeping in their own beds, Will had been found. And Bella, well . . . Rikki was still having a hard time wrapping her head around this new development.

Bella hadn't been there the first time Denman had come for them. She hadn't been there when Charlotte had attacked them and tried to change them to human. Rikki would never let anything take her mermaid side from her. Yet, there Bella was – completely and ordinarily human. On her left ring finger sat her engagement ring, snug and bright. Rikki guessed there was no fear of losing it in the ocean now. Bella wasn't going to be doing any deep or long distance swimming for a while. Rikki sardonically wondered if she could even swim with legs.

Glancing back at Will, Rikki frowned. Will wouldn't be swimming anytime soon either. She felt bad for the guy. He'd fallen in love with Bella the mermaid. He'd even grown fond of his own tail. Now he was broken and couldn't even walk. Her heart gave a funny twang as she thought how Zane had a part in this. She still missed him, in a lonely sort of way. He'd been kind and adoring at times. Some days he'd even been the anchor she sorely needed in her crazy world. But he'd made his choices. Choices Rikki couldn't forgive him for.

Did she wish she had someone like her friends? She glanced over again at Emma. Her boyfriend was hiding for his life from a deranged scientist. Bella and Will were prime exhibit A. She didn't even want to think about the horrible mess that was Cleo and Lewis. The more she thought about it, the more a truth settled in her heart. Being alone was safest. She was a mermaid. She would always have her pod, or most of them at least. But dragging a guy into her messed up life wasn't an option. These poor fools had taken so much crap. How could she willingly force that on anyone? Rikki wasn't that heartless.

Sighing she stepped away from the door and took a seat by her two friends.

"Ash hasn't heard anything." Emma was finishing filling Bella in on the latest situation. Now that Will was safe, they were back to focusing on the original goal of getting Lewis, and now Cleo, back.

"I still can't believe they've got Cleo too." Bella looked down and then up and over at Will.

Rikki had noticed that her gaze always landed there. She suspected that Bella was afraid that he could disappear any moment. It was sad to watch.

"We're going to go get her." Emma looked up at Rikki. They'd discussed this last night when Bella wouldn't answer their phone calls.

"Wait, what?" Bella looked startled. "We? You mean you and Rikki?"

Emma nodded. "Bella, you need to stay here and work on catching Denman. Is Sophie still in custody?"

Bella nodded, but still looked bewildered. "Of course. Will talked with the detective working on his case this morning." She stared at her fiancé again. "But, it's a tricky situation. What can he tell them? He was a merman when we were captured. Most of the information he has to get back at Denman could expose all of us."

Rikki hadn't thought of that, and clearly neither had Emma by the expression on her face.

"Then it's more important that you help him get evidence from her in person somehow. Maybe she's closer to all of this than we thought." Rikki looked pointedly at Bella. "Denman's got to be desperate by now. I bet you she's going to try and get Will back."

"Then I'll be ready." Will spoke up and the three girls looked over at him.

Bella broke away from her friends and took her seat next to Will, wrapping his hand in hers.

"And what are you going to do?" Rikki rolled her eyes. "Scratch her eyes out?"

"Rikki!" Emma stood up and glared at her friend. "You could try being a little more sensitive."

"Come on, Em!" She gestured to the broken boy. "If Denman comes, Will is in no position to stop her from doing anything. Neither is Bella without her powers!"

Rikki met Bella's gaze. There was a slight murderous glint there she'd never seen before from the usually meek girl.

"I dare her to try anything." Bella's hands gripped tighter to Will's and he grimaced slightly. "I may just be a human girl, but that doesn't mean she can keep messing with us."

"Be serious!" Rikki threw her hands in the air. "This is Denman we're talking about. And it's not just her! She's got that Briston guy working with her as well as Zane. Who knows how many others?" Rikki was pacing in frustration now. "We can tell the cops that we think Will is still in danger, but what do you expect them to do? Post a guard? Denman is resourceful. If she wants Will, do you really think we can stop her?"

Her three friends stared at her in horror. Rikki glared back and gritted her teeth. Why did she always have to be the one to spoil the good mood? Her friends were just forgetting the obvious, like always. She needed to be the realist for them.

"I agree with you, Emma that we need to go after Cleo and Lewis. I also think we need to wait."

"You want us to wait?" Emma looked outraged at the suggestion. "We've been waiting already! We finally know who has Lewis! And now they have Cleo! Cleo, Rikki! How can we just wait?"

A horrid anger hung in the air.

Will coughed and pushed the button to sit up straighter in his bed.

"Emma, Rikki, calm down." Will leaned back and closed his eyes.

When he finally felt that they weren't going to maim each other, he looked at them. Rikki had her arms crossed and Emma was staring out the window.

A quiet knock came to the door and Bella's parents walked in. Bella looked up at them and tried to smile. So did Emma, but Rikki continued with her aggressive stance. Her friends, in her opinion, were being absolutely ridiculous.

"Bella, darling, it's time to go home for the night." Her dad had his arm around his wife. "The doctor suggests that the two of you go home as well."

Bella guessed that the nurses had heard them arguing. It wasn't good for Will if he was being stressed out by the people who had come to visit him. She wrapped Will in a hug, smelling his hair and taking in his smile.

"Hurry back, babe." Will gave her a kiss and then watched as his friends left with his fiancé.

He lay there, thinking. Rikki, although more rude than he would have liked, was right. What good was he like this? He stared at his misshapen legs and sighed. Concentrating he tried to bend his knees and winced as they bent the wrong direction.

His nurse, Barbara, walked into the room and watched as he tried to move his legs. "Hey, just let them be." She walked over to his monitors and began writing information and numbers down on his chart.

Will looked away. He knew she meant well, but the constant monitoring reminded him too much of Denman and her experiments. He just wanted to be out of the hospital and with Bella and his friends.

"Your vitals are looking great, and so far everything seems to be fine." She turned to him and gave him a pitying smile. "We're going to have a physical therapist and an occupational therapist drop by in the morning to run through options with you on what to do. Dr. Heisman will be by in a little bit to talk with you as well." With another smile she left him to his thoughts.

Will frowned and looked out the window. It was better than obsessing over his legs. He knew what the doctor was going to tell him – that they couldn't fix his legs. Bella had a long chat Ms. Chatam and what had happened to them. From what they'd been able to understand, both of them had lost their magic. Will had it ripped from him by being forced to be human. Bella had given it back to the moon pool in exchange for legs. Now both of them were mundanely human.

"Will," his doctor opened the door and walked in, "how was your visit?"

Will shrugged. "It was good. I just wish I could go with them."

Dr. Heisman nodded and pulled up a chair to be on the same level as his patient. "That's understandable. You've been through horrible things and you only want to go back to a normal life."

Will almost scoffed at the word normal. Nothing in his life had been normal for the last year.

The doctor continued. "We want to make that as possible as we can. But we also need to be realistic about how life is going to be once you've left the hospital." In his lap he pulled some x rays out of a large manila envelope. Standing he walked over to the light board on the wall and clipped them on. The images lit up and Will stared at them horrified.

If you just glanced at Will's legs you could tell there was something wrong with them. Looking inside them like the x rays offered was a whole other story. He was certain, with just a few seconds glance, that he'd never be able to walk again - or stand.

Dr. Heisman pointed to how his leg bones seemed to wobble in and out. "It seems that you have developed a form of Genu Varum, also known as bow-leg. Combined with that we also see the beginnings of Osteogenesis Imperfecta - brittle bone disease. The strange part though, is while the bone that you do have in your legs is malformed and brittle there is a lot more cartilage in the joints, around your hips, and where your toes should be. In fact, most of the bones in your feet are cartilage with a little bit of bone in between to hold it all together."

The doctor turned and faced him. "I've looked at these x rays with multiple teams in the hospital, and none of us can figure out how this has happened." He stared at Will who promptly turned to look out the window again.

Walking back over the doctor sat down and stared at Will. "We need to know what you went through so we can figure out how to best proceed with treatment."

Will didn't answer. No matter what treatment the doctors gave him, he was confident none of it would work. What had been done to him… there was nothing to make it better because it wasn't a natural disorder.

"I don't want treatment." Will finally faced Dr. Heisman. "I've had enough with needles and doctors." He closed his eyes as memories tried to bombard his brain.

Dr. Heisman sat and stared at the young man. There was so much pain and sorrow etched into his face. He knew that this couldn't be easy - being back in a situation where once again he was poked and prodded. He just couldn't understand how his sister and that Dr. Denman could have done this to him. All his scientific knowledge pointed to the fact that the two conditions he had now weren't something you just developed. Honestly, he wanted to treat Will more to figure out how he had gotten so disfigured. He knew just as well as his team that there was no cure. They could give him some medicine to ease the pain and to keep the disease from getting much worse, but the truth of the matter was Will was never going to walk again. No amount of testing or prodding was ever going to fix that.

"I'm having a psychiatrist stop by and talk to you in a little bit. After you've had a talk with him, and he says you're well enough, then legally it is your right to refuse treatment. I still want to go over options with you, so you know what is available and where to go from here." Dr. Heisman stood from his chair and clasped Will's shoulder.

Out of pure reaction Will flinched and then looked away. He just wanted to get out of here. The longer he stayed the more and more of his torture he relived. He may not have been lucid for all of it but what he did remember was enough to give him nightmares for the next fifty years.

The doctor carefully withdrew his hand and then left, letting the boy think about his options.

An hour later the psychiatrist came by and Will tried to be pleasant. That was until he wanted to know exactly what happened to him in Denman's lab. It was there that Will found himself unable to share. How does one explain that he was forced through a theoretical and untested genetic experiment to become human again? He would just end up sounding insane and then they'd never let him leave the hospital.

It was a half hour of probing later when the psychiatrist left – leaving Will mentally and emotionally exhausted. He'd relived so much and had to skew it all so the psychiatrist didn't think him insane. He dosed off restlessly only to be woken by Dr. Heisman an hour later.

He explained that the psychiatrist felt he was stable enough to make his own decisions, but wanted to set up counseling sessions for what he had gone through.

"I don't want to talk to any more doctors." Will tried to readjust in his bed. He pushed against the mattress with his hands and tried to sit up straighter. It was just as complicated as when trying to sit up with a tail. He frowned at that thought.

"And we understand that. Just consider it. You've been through something that your fiancé might not be able to help you cope with. If you need someone to talk to, there are resources." Dr. Heisman stood back up from his chair and went back to the x rays where he'd left them.

"Right now let's talk about your options and what we can do for your legs and your mobility."

The next two hours was spent talking about how the Brittle Bone Disease would affect him. He would be prone to easy broken bones in his legs as well as constant minor joint and bone pain. Since the disease only seemed to be located in his lower extremities, he wouldn't have the usual hearing loss or bent spine. However, he would be prone to easy bruising and easy fatigue. Add the bow leggedness on top of all that and Dr. Heisman reaffirmed his fears – he would never walk again. For the rest of his life he would need help bathing, using the bathroom, and just getting around. Surgery could straighten his legs a little bit, but with how brittle and disjointed the bones already were – the recovery would be arduous and extremely painful. Those two words alone made Will certain he wouldn't be going through any kind of treatment and he told the doctor such.

"You have a right to refuse. I just want to caution you that it is possible that this disease can progress to the rest of your skeletal structure. If that happens, we want you to seek out medical help to form a plan on how to best address it. We believe it is Type 1 OI, but if it develops into type 2 or 3 you will most likely develop breathing complications."

After Dr. Heisman was sure Will understood he prescribed him a basic osteoporosis drug to prevent further bone loss as well as a non-habit forming pain medication for when he should need it. Soon the doctor left, but not before explaining that the next day he would be measured and fitted for braces for his legs to keep them from moving in the wrong directions. And to practice using a wheel chair. And to form a meeting schedule with a physical and occupational therapist to make his transition back to regular life easier.

Will had never been in such low spirits as he stared out the window. Not only could he not walk, but he had to be on drugs and have his legs strapped in a brace. The last part, he thought, might actually be good news. It would help his legs to feel secure and more like the tail they obviously thought they were. It would definitely mean less pain for him. But nothing was going to make him happy about being stuck in a wheelchair. He'd always been an active swimmer and runner. Now he would never do either of those things again. He closed his eyes and laid his head back. That was enough self-pity for one day. Exhaustion overcame him easily and he slipped back into his usual restless sleep.

-h-2-o-

Cleo blinked in the water, confused and dazed. Seaweed floated around her in the dim light and a few fish darted past her face and through her hair. She waved them away with a flick of her hand and tried to rub the sleep out of her eyes. It must have been a bad dream. She was still asleep near the shoreline. No men in wetsuits. Yawning out of habit, she stretched her arms out and then uncurled her tail that had gotten tangled in the long green strands of sea plant. Blinking a few more times she swam up towards the surface.

Then abruptly stopped. Lewis?!

He was just hovering there, a few feet in front of her, staring.

"LEWIS!" She yelled so loud any living thing around her fled as the bubbled words burst from her mouth.

In a flash she darted forward, only to crash painfully into an invisible barrier. With a cry of pain she floated back and rubbed her head. What happened?

Lewis had backed up a few feet, and Cleo finally realized where she was. Her eyes widened in horror and she looked around, finally taking everything in. She was floating in a giant round fish tank. In the middle was a study of sorts and fish swam around her. She looked up and sure enough there was a metal slotted grill near the top of the tank.

No! She darted for the surface and wrapped her fingers through the barrier. She couldn't even reach the air above. She pushed at it and threw water at it with her powers but nothing affected it. From what she could tell it was welded tightly and would be nearly impossible to move. Shaking her head and frowning she turned back down and looked back at Lewis. Her heart beating rapidly she dove back towards the substrate and floated in front of the glass wall. The water made it nearly invisible and made her feel like a mime as she pressed her webbed hands to it.

"Lewis!" It was weird talking underwater. Bella had told her they could, but she'd yet to try it. "Lewis?" Invisible tears dribbled into the water. It was really him. After all this time knowing and praying he was alive and being told she was wrong there he was, just on the other side of a wall.

She stared at him, aching and waiting for a response.

But he only stared at her with this confused, almost hungry look on his face. Cleo backed up a few inches, shocked by his apathy.

"Lewis? What's wrong? It's me. It's Cleo." She fingered the locket around her neck, the one he had gotten back from Charlotte for her.

Lewis continued to stare. He knew this mermaid. He stared hard, his human brain trying to process, but failing miserably. A deep fear settled in him as he stared at her, his shallow and dark eyes eyeing her warily. She was a trick from his captor; a trick to torture him. He bared his teeth and flicked his tail, flipping over to swim away from the girl.

Cleo felt her heart break at the bizarre behavior. Was that really her Lewis? She had stared at him while he had stared back. He was so different, so completely different. The boy she loved was skinny and lean with kind eyes and a handsome smile. This merman was cold and glared with hate. He was still lean but muscular and far more comfortable in the water than Lewis ever had been. Where was his shy smile? Where were those gentle hands that had wiped away her tears? Swimming away from her was a merman through and through; a creature of the ocean depths.

Cleo gasped and sunk to the floor of the tank, her head resting on the glass. She knew that Lewis would be different. She'd had the dreams about what he had gone through. She'd seen him decrepit and being experimented on, but in those dreams his eyes had always been his eyes. When she'd stared into his eyes just now there was no remainder of the boy she loved.

Lewis watched the girl. Why was she just lying there in the sand? Wasn't she going to go after him? He swam back farther, in search of food. It had been scarce lately and he felt the familiar gnaw of hunger in his gut. The fish had grown smart and wouldn't come near him anymore. Actually, now that he noticed, he realized all the fish were in the section near the mermaid. He swam in the opposite direction and ran into another barrier like the one the mermaid had crashed into.

So if he couldn't get to the fish or the mermaid, then she couldn't get to him. Now he was confused. What kind of trick or test was this? A flicker went on his brain. Cleo? He shook his head and it was gone like a wisp of sea foam. He needed to be patient. The scientist was planning something. He wasn't going to be fooled. Ignoring the despondent girl he started his laps. When he reached one glass barrier, he simply flipped over and swam back in the opposite direction.

Sitting there in the substrate, her tail pulled up to her chin, Cleo watched Lewis swim laps like a seal. Back and forth, on and on he went. He never stopped, even when his gills fluttered horribly with exertion. Not once did he look at her again. Not once did he react to her staring at him through the divider. The truth and reality of the situation sunk in farther and deepened her mood the more she thought. If this really was Lewis, then he really didn't recognize her. Was her boyfriend so past his human side that he'd forgotten her? She swam in a shallow circle, shaking her head. That couldn't be it. They had been through so much; shared so much. She thought on it, darting by the fish and through the fake coral. What if he had amnesia? What if they did something to him to make him forget?

One thought circled through her mind like an undercurrent mixed in with the others: could she get her Lewis to come back to her? It was a jarring thought. What if he was gone from her forever? What if all that ever remained of him was this sad and frightening creature? She paused in her swimming and noticed that he had stopped his laps and was squirming in exhaustion in the sand, kicking up little clouds of sand.

"Lewis!" Despite the earlier experience she dashed towards the nearest barrier and stared. This sad creature needed her. And she needed to get Lewis back.

He shook his head, hearing the mermaid call for him again. Couldn't she just let him suffer in peace? His tail burned in agony – he'd swum harder and longer today than usual. With the lack of protein, well any food really, it had been too much and now he paid the price. He stared again at the mermaid. The worry and concern on her face…why did she look at him in such a familiar way? He bared his teeth at her again and snarled. Meddling mermaid, he wouldn't fall for her distraction. Turning his head away Lewis suffered, quietly curling in on his self as strange flickers of sunshine and a human version of him and this mermaid sitting on a pier brushed through his mind.

-h-2-o-

They'd made Will stay in the hospital for another week until they were sure his pain was manageable and he'd learned how to navigate around in a wheelchair properly. Bella walked beside him as he wheeled out of the hospital and into the open air. As soon as the sunshine hit his face he paused and turned his gaze to meet it, closing his eyes. It'd been so long since he'd felt the warmth of the outside world – he missed soaking it up. Bella stood there patiently, letting Will adjust and have his moment. He was finally free to go home. She was going to let him take whatever pleasures he could from this moment.

After a minute or so he opened his eyes and smiled up at his fiancé – his first real smile in what felt like years. "Let's go. I'm ready to be as far from here as possible."

Bella bent down and kissed him gently on the lips. She grasped the handles on the back of the chair and steered him towards the van that was parked in the handicap spot. Bella's parents had helped her put an auto loan on it. It had a special ramp to raise him into the vehicle where the passenger seat would have gone. Will grimaced as soon as he realized which vehicle they were headed towards.

"Babe?" He put the brake on his chair, causing Bella to stumble a little.

"Don't start with me Will. And don't be embarrassed by it. You can't go wheeling yourself everywhere just yet. Until you build up your strength, you're going to let me help you." Bella opened the van and lowered the ramp.

Will frowned in frustration. Bella was right. She'd gone through more than he would have ever been right to ask. He was going to try to be grateful and try to adjust. No matter how hard it was going to be and how long it was going to take, he knew he would always have Bella there to help him.

-h-2-o-

Rikki and Emma sat on Emma's bed. A week had gone by and they were still no closer to a solution on what to do about Cleo. They wanted to go and get her, but Ash had convinced Emma that it was a stupid idea. He'd been able to evade Sir Briston so far, but it was only a matter of time before they were able to find him. When they did catch up, Ash had a plan on how to bust not only himself but Cleo and Lewis out to freedom.

Rikki knew it was the best bet, but she hated leaving Ash up to it on his own. She'd never been very good at relying on people and she just wanted to be able to help.

"So, when they catch him, he's going to use his and Cleo's powers to get them out. Let's run through it again." Emma stared intently at the paper in her hand. "Ash will use his ability to slowly drain the tanks their probably being held in to the point that they'll have to move them or refill them. While they're closer to the tanks Cleo will conjure up a wind storm to hopefully knock out the power in the area."

"How are they going to take care of Briston and whoever he has helping him?" Rikki hadn't been paying attention to the last phone call and wasn't sure if they'd figured this part out.

"Ash is going to have to dehydrate them." Emma frowned.

"He's going to be using his powers an awful lot. Is your boyfriend up to it?" Rikki didn't like it. None of them had ever had to use their powers as much and she didn't know how it would affect him.

"We were talking about that. If he can dehydrate the bad guys without having to lower the water in the tanks, then it would be better. It's just a matter of getting them all close enough to be effective." Emma rubbed her neck. So many ifs were going to be in play and it made her anxious. She was absolutely sick to her stomach that she was going to lose Ash to Briston.

Rikki noticed the look on her friends face and grabbed her hand briefly to comfort her. "Hey, don't start thinking that we're going to lose him. Once they take Ash they're going to have three members of our pod to deal with. Nothing is going to be able to keep them contained at that point."

Emma smiled. She had to hope that Rikki was right. She picked up her phone and called Ash. They were checking in with each other every hour. If she went two hours without hearing from him, then Emma was to assume the worst. His phone rang four times then went to voicemail. She left a brief message telling him she loved him and to call her back, then she hung up.

Rikki frowned. "Alright, here goes everything." If Ash had already been taken, then they were just as helpless as she felt.

**Alrighty! Huge huge huge rewrite in the process! I've been thinking and ruminating and having anxiety about these last few chapters for months! I finally decided that I in no way liked the direction I had taken it earlier, so I have redone chapters 20-22 (this being chapter 20.) This way is much more "plausible" and I just like it a lot better. Thank you for all of your reviews, follows and constant patience with me. I am determined to finish the story within this month. Happy Swimming!**

**(p.s. – there may or may not be a sequel floating around in my head for when this is all over…)**


	21. Blame It On the Rain

**Thank you for your patience. I hope you enjoy this chapter and stick around for the end (boy is it coming fast.) Without further ado, enjoy!**

**A/N: I do not own H2O or its characters. I don't even own a moon ring…which is a right bummer.**

If it hadn't rained Ash knew they wouldn't have caught him. The sky had been clear all week and Ash was finally moving to another flat to throw Briston's cronies off his trail. Then the rain had come out of nowhere. Typical. He'd been in the middle of a street, surrounded by people, when he felt the raindrops on his face. He'd run like a mad man, barely making it into a small canal that was nearby. He'd learned from Emma that you never went far from hiding places, and he was glad he'd listened. The rain had poured down after that and he'd been confined to the water. He'd swum down a ways, trying to stay deep enough that he couldn't be seen.

He knew when they had trapped him. They must have been waiting for him to be vulnerable if they'd been this close the whole time. He'd been able to make out a net twenty feet in front of him, stretched across the length and depth of the water. The only way around would have been to pull himself out of the canal and then get back in on the other side. It wasn't something he could have done without exposing what he was to anyone nearby. With the net in the way and the continually falling rain he found himself in another predicament. He'd just been about to turn around and swim back the way he'd come when he heard it.

A weird splash and pop filled his ears, the kind of sound a spear gun makes underwater. A sharp stab hit his thigh and he'd turned to see a giant needle poking through his scales. Looking up to the surface he'd seen three serious grunts looking down at him.

That was all he remembered. He figured they must have fished him out of the water and dried him off since now that he'd come to he could see that he was strapped down to a metal table as a human, legs and all. Ash stared at his legs and then tried to make sense of his surroundings. He was in some sort of weird room. He saw gigantic aquarium pump and tables of chemicals, not to mention the many random devices and measuring tools. He lay in the middle of it all.

Experimenting he tried to move off the table but without much success. Two thick straps stretched across his body, one on his upper chest and the other just above his knees. Two smaller straps, but just as thick, held down his wrists. His ankles, curiously enough, were left free. He could only guess why that was briefly, then figured it had to do something with his tail. If he left his ankles loose they didn't have to worry about straps getting in the way of his transformation.

Ash listened for any sounds around him, trying to figure out if Lewis and Cleo were possibly nearby. They only thing in the room that gave him an idea that they could have his friends were the gigantic pumps. Briston could be keeping them in some sort of tank and using those pumps as filters. Nothing else in the room gave any suggestion that there and been kidnapped merfolk brought to this place. The more he stared around the room for clues, the more unnerved he became. It all was a little too normal, nothing creepy or screaming evil genius. Despite how normal everything looked he wasn't about to let his guard down. He knew exactly how he had gotten to that room and who was the cause of it – he was not going to ever assume there was anything normal about this place.

He wasn't sure how long he lay there looking for exits or tools to be used as weapons. It could have been an hour or it could have been five. No one came for him and nothing happened. The adrenaline rush he'd had when he'd regained consciousness had long faded and now he felt his exhaustion hitting him. Slowly and almost imperceptibly his eyelids began to droop. He shook his head as his thoughts grew foggy and squeezed his hands to get his blood flowing. It helped for only a few minutes before he started to nod off. Telling himself he was only closing his eyes for a few seconds he fell into a restless sleep.

-h-2-o-

Cleo lay at the bottom of the aquarium, despondent and unwilling to move. She'd been there for nearly a week – at least, that's what she thought. Time was different when you could never see the sun or the moon. The only clues she had to the day changing was if the lights went out and how tired she felt. Even that wasn't a reliable system. Some days she felt exhausted earlier from trying to get Lewis's attention or some form of acknowledgement. Some nights Briston would sit in his office nestled in the center of the curving tank walls and watch them almost obsessively. Cleo had never felt so miserable in her life. If she could just get Lewis to talk to her, she knew things would be a hundred times better.

She thought about Lewis a lot, or at least this strange creature that looked mostly like him. If her ring didn't glow bright blue whenever she got close, she would have quickly convinced herself that this merman wasn't her boyfriend. But he was and it ripped her heart in to shreds to watch him swim endless laps and stare at her in confusion. The conclusion she'd come up with was Lewis had been tortured or experimented on beyond what he could handle. Mentally it must have been too much for him. To protect himself he'd created this merman personality so he didn't have to experience it anymore.

How could Cleo possibly break through that? She'd hoped that just being near him for long enough would have brought his human side back. Each day he didn't swim away from her nearly as quickly, but there were still no flickers of recognition on his face that he knew who she was. She'd spent so long hoping that he was alive and that she'd find him – fitful nights dreaming of seeing and holding him again. Nothing could have prepared her for this.

A sudden tap came on the barrier that divided the two merpeople. Startled Cleo looked over to see Lewis staring at her. Warily she swam slightly closer only to have him back up. After a few seconds he pointed to himself.

"I am Lewis?" His voice was gravely and unused, almost forced sounding, and came out as a stuttered question.

Nodding fervently Cleo responded. "Yes! And I am Cleo!" She gestured to herself and smiled.

Lewis frowned, shook his head, and then swam away to start his laps.

Cleo, stunned that he'd talked to her, floated aimlessly down to the sand and seaweed. Was he starting to remember? Maybe there was some hope. Just a flicker, but some.

Lewis, on the other hand, was much more confused than Cleo could have guessed. He had a name, a human name… Lewis. Ever since the mermaid had called him the day she'd arrived, he couldn't get it out of his head. And she, she was Cleo. In his mind the names were intertwined. It was like he couldn't know his name without knowing hers. The sparks of memory were getting stronger and that was scaring him. Just this morning, when he'd woken, he'd been momentarily confused as to why he was underwater. Then he'd been even more confused as to why he would question such a simple fact. He was a merman – he belonged underwater. The fact that he needed water to breathe was evidence enough of that fact.

But…still…

He shook his head and focused on the harsh routine laps he was swimming. He'd accepted the fact that the mermaid wasn't an apparent threat. That'd didn't mean he was going to start trusting her anytime soon. Until she could prove she wasn't working with his captor, there would be no trusting her.

-h-2-o-

It was the feeling of someone spraying something on his legs that woke Ash. He jerked with a start and stared at the man dressed in a white lab coat. In his freckled hand as a white squirt bottle.

"Mr. Dove. Did you rest well?"

Ash knew that voice. He looked to his left to see Sir Henry Briston sitting in a chair. Before he could retort a reply he felt his body turn to water then solidify again. His heart pounded as he watched Briston eye his tail. Knowing someone knew your secret was nerve wracking on its own. Actually having your secret stripped bare like this was equivocal to having your nerves be filleted with a hot iron.

"This is my assistant Jeremy. We've been eager to have you here." Briston stood and walked towards him. "With Denman's help we have already learned so much about your friends. Their physiology is incredible. Unfortunately we are still missing data on one important part – the transformation itself. We don't seem to know how it really works. That's where your value to us becomes apparent." Briston gestured to Ash's legs. "You possess the ability, much different from the others, to switch between human and merman form without problem or effort."

Jeremy tried off the spot where Ash had been sprayed and a few seconds later his legs reformed. Briston gave Ash a demeaning smile then went and sat back down in his chair.

"Why," Ash glared, "are you doing this?"

Giving him a glare Briston made a reproachful sound in his throat. "Curiosity, mostly the love of collecting, but to also further modern science. The ability to physically change ones genetic makeup has enormous implications."

"We're still people. We…"

Ash was cut off with a wave of the older man's hand. "Yes, yes, and you think you have rights." Folding his hands in his lap he nodded his head towards Jeremy. "We know what you and your friends think. Frankly, it doesn't matter. I have gone to great lengths to study your kind. Your simple childish reasoning and protests make no difference to me."

Jeremy sprayed another bottle of liquid onto Ash's legs and ten seconds later he once again became a merman. Ash glared at the two men. He wanted to use his powers right then to get back at the scientist and his former mentor. He wanted to make them pay, but he knew he needed to wait. If he dehydrated them now and they passed out, he would still be strapped to the table. He needed to wait until their guard was down. He could be patient for his friends.

Closing his eyes Ash felt his tail be dried once more and his legs reform. Again Jeremy used a different bottle and ten seconds later Ash changed. Liquid after liquid was tested on him. Out of more times than not he transitioned between human and merman, each transformation sapping a little more of his strength. His stomach growled from the constant exertion but he was ignored.

Jeremy, seemingly unaware that he was working on a living being, was careful to record and document every liquid that was used and Ash's subsequent reactions. The water content and even substance of each bottle varied, but the time it took Ash to change (if the mixture warranted a reaction) never did. He either changed ten seconds after being sprayed or he didn't change at all. The only fascination the young scientist got out of the process was watching the subject change from human to water to merman, then back to human again. Each instance was recorded with precision.

After nearly an hour the testing stopped and Briston let Ash rest for a moment. For a moment the older gentleman stood with Jeremy over by a lab table, talking in hushed tones about the data they now had. Ash could barely keep his eyes open, he was so thoroughly exhausted. Each transformation required energy and his body was seriously lacking in that department. He could barely keep his eyes open let alone move any limbs. The last few changes had been painful as his transformations drew from his reserves and whatever else it could. He was completely depleted. Ash needed food but he doubted he was going to be allowed even that simple request.

Briston pointed at something in the data and smiled. Jeremy nodded and then walked out of the room. Walking back over to where the merman lay, Briston smiled and nodded thoughtfully to himself.

"So far the results are very pleasing. For now we'll let your body rest so we can continue testing in the morning." Without further explanation the man left as well.

Ash just lay there, too weak to argue and feeling like any plan he, Emma and Rikki had developed was for naught. If they kept exhausting him like this he would never have the strength to help his friends escape. Let alone even figure out where his friends were being held captive.

After a few minutes a couple scientists walked in and started attending to him. To his dismay and pain they sprayed Ash down with water, forcing his transformation for the umpteenth time. Once he was obviously part fish they cuffed his hands together, unstrapped him then hefted him off the table and quickly moved him to a shallow tub of water. Ash was passed out from lack of any sort of energy before he even hit the water.

-h-2-o-

Her backyard was Rikki's second favorite place in the world, after Mako of course. It was here she and her dad would have barbeques and spend relaxed time together. He had been so busy the last month that they'd hardly spoken, let alone relax on their own private section of weed cluttered beach. In all honesty Rikki had the suspicion that her dad was avoiding her, somewhat, as a result of him finding out she was a mermaid. He seemed so cool with it on the surface, but Rikki knew it wasn't an easy thing for anyone to accept.

She envied Bella's parents and the relationship she had with them. Her mum and dad were so casual about the whole thing and so open with it all. It wasn't like Bella had ever kept her being a mermaid a secret form them. She was nine after all when she'd changed and no nine-year-old can keep a secret that big for very long. Often she wondered how her life would have been different these last few years if her dad had known and had been able to be there for her.

Shaking her head she settled back into the fraying hammock and let it sway. She'd probably already been laying there for a good thirty minutes, but there wasn't much else she could do. Emma was fretting at home, glued to her cell phone in case Ash was to call. Bella was busy getting Will adjusted in her house, a process that was going to take a good while.

And then there was her – avoiding life in general. Zane was nowhere to be found and the café had been closed down in the meantime. Rikki half wanted to open it up so she had some way to direct her energy. She felt helpless and bored at the same time. She knew, in a melancholy sort of way, that her life was going to be like this for a while. At least until break was over and she started Uni. It was still a month off and she was only going to the cheap community college down the road, but it was something. Emma had gotten her to apply at the beginning of the year and she'd gotten in.

Rikki needed something good like that in her life. For now, she would be there for her friends, even if that meant hiding away in her backyard until someone needed her. Sighing, she stared up at the sky, wishing Emma would call.

-h-2-o-

Ash woke with a start. He was freezing and wet and still completely worn out. He pushed with his hands into a sitting position and was for a moment confused… hadn't the scientists cuffed him earlier? He stared at his wrists only to find that the hand cuffs were gone. How? He looked around the lab, now extremely wary.

"Don't be alarmed." Jeremy sat in the seat that Briston had been in earlier.

Backing into the tank a bit farther Ash eyed the young scientist.

Standing Jeremy walked over and held out an energy bar and a Gatorade drink towards him. "Hurry and eat this. If my plan is going to work, it has to be tonight."

Ash just stared at him. "You work for Briston." He was not about to take food from someone who worked for the enemy, no matter how much his stomach growled in protest.

Jeremy gave a derisive laugh and scowled. "Only because I discovered how much you and your friends need help. You land people have no idea how to stay hidden."

Land people?

"Look, I promise that I'll explain later, but if you don't get some energy in your body now, you're going to be useless to Cleo and Lewis." Jeremy thrusted the food into Ash's hands and then rushed over to some of the lab tables, shuffling papers and moving bottles around.

Deciding he really had nothing else to lose Ash scarfed the food down and sighed. He closed his eyes and lay back, letting the wonderful calories flow through his system. After a moment he felt the water in the tank draining around him. He looked over at Jeremy who was now focused on a computer screen.

"Who are you?" Ash lifted a hand and started pulling the water out of his tail, trying to speed up the drying process. Fifteen seconds later and he was a very tired but somewhat good to go human.

"I'm Jeremy. That's all I can say for now." He hit a button on the computer and the lights flickered for a moment.

Ash shook his head. "Not good enough. You were just experimenting on me earlier and now you want me to trust you?" He was incredulous. "How daft do you think I am?"

"Daft enough to let any of this happen in the first place!" Jeremy huffed, closed his eyes and ran a hand over his face, trying to calm himself. "Once I can get the three of you out of here, I promise I can explain. If I reveal too much now and Briston catches it on camera somehow, everything I have worked for will fall apart."

Jeremy walked back over to Ash and slipped a key into his hand. "This goes to the lock on the tank to your right. You can use that small crane," he gestured to where a machine was attached to the floor, "to lift your friends out."

"They can't breathe out of water, let alone get their legs back." Ash was starting to wonder if the guy was just testing him. This had to be some sort of trap…

Jeremy ran over to another table and grabbed strange devices and handed them to Ash. "Think of them as water tanks. Strap one around their chests over their gills, and they'll be able to filter the water out of the small tank attached. It'll only last them a half hour at most. You need to be quick, because I'm going to be back in fifteen minutes with our ride out."

Without saying more Jeremy rushed out a door and let it shut behind him. Ash stared at the breathing apparatuses and key in his hands. Fifteen minutes to rescue his friends. Placing the breathing equipment on the floor next to the crane he ran over to the aquarium and climbed on top of the meshing that covered the tank. After finding the grate he unlocked it and pulled it back. The gap would be just big enough to lift his friends out one at a time.

"Cleo? Lewis?" He whispered their names as loud as he could. Within seconds he saw a golden tailed figure swim up from the substrate towards him.

"Ash!"

"Cleo!" Ash smiled. "Get Lewis. I'm going to drop a basket in for you to swim into so I can lift you two out."

Cleo hesitated and gave him a worried look. "I'll try my best." She swam off in the opposite direction that she'd come from.

She would try? Ash rushed for the crane. What the heck was that supposed to mean? Now was not the time to take this lightly! He turned the crane on and after a few minutes of experimenting with the controls he got the basket moving in the right direction.

While Ash worked on the surface part, Cleo swam right up to the barrier that separated her and Lewis. Looking towards Briston's office to make sure it was still deserted and all lights were off she pounded on the Plexiglas as hard as she could. Lewis startled from his sleep in the sand and sat up, glaring in her direction.

"Lewis! I know you don't really know me right now, but we're being rescued!" She searched his face for recognition that was still not there. "Do you understand?"

Rescue? Lewis knew the word, but not in a way that he ever thought would apply to him. This tank was his life. Was he really going to be free? He stared at the mermaid closer. She looked so excited, exhilarated, and scared at the same time. He swam up to the barrier, the closest he'd ever dared come to her.

"We? How?" His voiced scratched over the words as they pushed out of his mouth.

"Ash, a friend of ours, he is here. He is going to lower the basket they used to put us in here. We'll be able to swim in it and he'll lift us out." Cleo gestured for the surface. "Lewis, please. We have to go."

Lewis. He knew that's who he was. He shut his eyes as a memory, much stronger than the others had been, pounded into his mind. It was him and this mermaid again. They were in a cavern of what used to be a volcano. The bottom of it was a clear blue pool where Cleo the mermaid rested happily in the water. She stared up at him with loving brown eyes. He was human and sitting in the sand beside the water. He felt happy and safe. Shaking his head he opened his eyes and met those same gorgeous brown ones form his memories.

"Cleo?" He cleared his throat and took a gigantic leap of faith. "I can trust you?"

If Cleo had been able to she would have cried. Maybe she was and the tears simply couldn't be seen underwater. "Yes, Lewis. I have always trusted you and you can always trust me."

The merman, after a moment, finally nodded and put his hands on the barrier. Cleo watched in fascination as the glass turned to water and he swam through. A second after he was on her side it reformed. He had a power!

"Let's be free." Lewis swam towards the surface, Cleo quick on his tail.

Above, Ash splashed the basket into the water just as he saw his friends head up towards the opening. Cleo backed up a bit as Lewis seemed to eye it and stare up at him. What was he waiting for? Finally, after an agonizing minute, he swam into it and held as still as he could. Ash worked the controls and tried to stay patient as it chugged up and out into the air.

It took five minutes for Ash to carefully move Lewis over the tank and onto the lab ground. Lewis looked absolutely freaked out the whole time and wouldn't look at Ash at all. Not even when Ash helped him put on the breathing device. He was treating him like some kind of hostile stranger. Not having the time to think about it Ash returned to his task and began working on getting Cleo out of the aquarium. He just about had her lowered to the ground when Jeremy came rolling in.

The scientist was driving a homemade tank on wheels. "Come on! We've got to move it!" He moved the tank next to where Cleo hung in the basket and cut the engine. "Put her right in here."

Cleo kept her gaze on Lewis, who seemed to be trying his hardest to not hyperventilate as she was lifted partly back up and then down again. After a moment she was in the much smaller tank and trying to not freak out. She would never forgive Ash if this guy had tricked them into another experiment or trap. Hanging over the side of the tank she called to Lewis, trying to get him to focus.

"We're going to be safe and free. Just keep thinking that Lewis. Just focus on that and who you and I are." Cleo turned form him and eyed the scientist.

"Cleo, I need your help." Jeremy gave her a pleading look. "Can you lift water out of there to lift Lewis into the tank with you? Ash obviously can't lift him and I can't do it on my own."

Nodding Cleo expanded the water and maneuvered it towards Lewis, who had his eyes shut tight in concentration. The water wrapped under him like a cushion and with all the energy she had she lifted him up and carried him towards her. With a small splash he fell in beside her and his eyes snapped open.

"Cleo?" He backed up into the corner.

"Trust me, Lewis." She turned back to the Jeremy guy. "Okay, can we get out of here now?"

"My pleasure." He jumped into the driver's seat of the machine and gestured for Ash. "Come on!"

Not needing more encouragement Ash jumped into the seat next to him and Jeremy started out the wide door of the lab. In the back Cleo controlled the water so it didn't splash out and tried to make the ride more comfortable. Ash focused straight ahead, not knowing where they were going or what lay ahead, but ready for any trap that Jeremy might be leading them towards.

After what felt like the longest ride of their lives they came to a delivery door at the end of the hallway. Jeremy pushed a button on the vehicle and the gate began to rise. "Once we're outside, you're going to have to take over." He looked over at Ash. "Use Cleo's ring to guide you to the ocean. Dawn will be here in a few hours, but I'm hoping you'll reach the ocean long before then."

Slowly Jeremy drove out the door then jumped out and ran back inside. The door began to shut slowly behind them and Ash scooted over into the driver seat. Cleo stared at her friend and at the road in front of them.

"Alright. Let's go." Cleo stared at Lewis who was staring at the sky intently.

Ash nodded and slowly started forward.

**AH HAH! Thank you to all of you, my wonderful and very patient readers. Thank you for the years of following this story and sticking with me as I've worked on it sporadically for the last 5 and a half years. I really never thought I would get to this point, but it really is all thanks to you guys. One more chapter and an epilogue to go and it'll be over. Enjoy, and may you swim happily in your dreams.**


End file.
